
International Perspectives on
Early Childhood Education and Development 37

Angel Urbina-García · Bob Perry · 
Sue Dockett · Divya Jindal-Snape · 
Benilde García-Cabrero   Editors

Transitions to School: 
Perspectives 
and Experiences 
from Latin America
Research, Policy, and Practice



International Perspectives on Early Childhood 
Education and Development

Volume 37

Series Editors
Marilyn Fleer, Monash University, Frankston, Australia
Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson, Gothenburg University, Göteborg, Sweden

Editorial Board Members
Jane Bone, Monash University, Frankston, Australia
Anne Edwards, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK
Mariane Hedegaard, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
Eva Johansson, University of Stavanger, Stavanger, Norway
Rebeca Mejía Arauz, ITESO, Jalisco, Mexico
Cecilia Wallerstedt, Gothenburg University, Göteborg, Sweden
Liang Li , Monash University, Frankston, Australia

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1688-1143


Early childhood education in many countries has been built upon a strong tradition 
of a materially rich and active play-based pedagogy and environment. Yet what has 
become visible within the profession, is essentially a Western view of childhood 
preschool education and school education.

It is timely that a series of books be published which present a broader view of 
early childhood education. This series seeks to provide an international perspective 
on early childhood education. In particular, the books published in this series will:

•	 Examine how learning is organized across a range of cultures, particularly 
Indigenous communities

•	 Make visible a range of ways in which early childhood pedagogy is framed and 
enacted across countries, including the majority poor countries

•	 Critique how particular forms of knowledge are constructed in curriculum within 
and across countries

•	 Explore policy imperatives which shape and have shaped how early childhood 
education is enacted across countries

•	 Examine how early childhood education is researched locally and globally
•	 Examine the theoretical informants driving pedagogy and practice, and seek to 

find alternative perspectives from those that dominate many Western heritage 
countries

•	 Critique assessment practices and consider a broader set of ways of measuring 
children’s learning

•	 Examine concept formation from within the context of country-specific peda-
gogy and learning outcomes

The series will cover theoretical works, evidence-based pedagogical research, 
and international research studies. The series will also cover a broad range of 
countries, including poor majority countries. Classical areas of interest, such as 
play, the images of childhood, and family studies will also be examined. However 
the focus will be critical and international (not Western-centric).

Please contact Astrid Noordermeer at Astrid.Noordermeer@springer.com to 
submit a book proposal for the series.

mailto:Astrid.Noordermeer@springer.com
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Chapter 1
Transition to School in Latin American 
Countries: Introducing some Perspectives 
and Experiences

Angel Urbina-García , Divya Jindal-Snape , Bob Perry ,  
Sue Dockett , and Benilde García-Cabrero 

Abstract  In this chapter, we introduce a book on the transition to school in Latin 
American countries. This book showcases some of the quality work that researchers 
from Brazil, Chile, Cuba, and Mexico have done in this field, reflecting how the 
transition to primary school is experienced and how Latin American educational 
policies and cultural practices shape such an important process for stakeholders. 
The book offers the English-speaking world first-hand access to some Latin 
American transitions research, practices, and policies. The chapters in the book are 
also framed by the COVID-19 pandemic which placed the world in a global health 
emergency. The authors of the chapters themselves faced a number of challenges as 
a result of the pandemic when writing this material. It is our hope that this book will 
trigger future international collaborations between researchers, policy makers, and 
practitioners interested in transitions which could help produce a wealth of empiri-
cal evidence to inform educational policies and transitions practices across the 
world. This chapter introduces the reader to all the chapters in the book.
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�Rationale for This Book

The growing body of research on transition to school has led scholars to cover many 
aspects such as educational and transition policies; transition practices and tools to 
support the transition; perspectives and lived experiences of children and teachers, 
practitioners and assistants as well as parents; and teacher-child relationships. 
However, these studies are predominantly from Europe, USA, Hong Kong, and 
Australia (Dunlop, 2018). This trend might suggest that research regarding transi-
tions to school has been undertaken mainly in these developed countries. However, 
this is likely due to research in other countries being written in the authors’ mother 
tongue rather than in English; research undertaken in Latin American countries 
being a case in point. To date, there has been limited awareness and understanding 
of Latin American transitions research, policies, and practices amongst the non-
Spanish/Portuguese speaking readers. To redress this balance, Latin American 
authors in this book have presented their work in English, with the aim of creating 
opportunities for cross-national learning, reflection and collaborations.

This book comprises ten chapters. This chapter (Chap. 1) introduces the book 
and provides a brief overview to set the context for the other chapters, such as the 
rationale for the book, conceptualisation of transitions, educational systems, and 
policies of the four Latin American countries included in the book (Chile, Mexico, 
Brazil, and Cuba) and the emerging context of COVID-19. Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 
and 8 present key information about transitions to schools in four Latin American 
countries, namely Chile (Chaps. 2 and 3), Mexico (Chap. 4), Cuba (Chap. 5) and 
Brazil (Chaps. 6, 7, and 8). Chapter 9, also from Brazil, differs from the other chap-
ters by taking a particular focus on one independent system and the challenges 
presented by national policies for its philosophy and practice, It provides an in-
depth example of the perhaps unforeseen challenges that can occur when govern-
ment policies and early childhood education approaches clash. Chapter 10 concludes 
the book by synthesising the themes and directions presented in the previous 
chapters.

�Brief Overview of COVID-19 and Related Challenges 
in Latin America

This section introduces some aspects of COVID-19 and its impact; however, these 
will be discussed in more detail in the final chapter (Chap. 10). On March 20th 
2020, the World Health Organisation declared the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
been one of the most difficult challenges faced by global contemporary societies in 
different areas of life. The education sector is not an exception. Formal schooling 
was massively disrupted across the world due to the measures taken by governments 
to tackle the spread of the SARS-CoV-2, which is the virus responsible for 
COVID-19 (Urbina-Garcia, 2021). The pandemic led global governments to close 

A. Urbina-García et al.
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schools and promote the use of remote learning instead; however, these measures 
posed many challenges. Children from low-income families and rural areas were 
reported to have less access to electronic devices and internet (World Bank, 2021) 
exacerbating the existing inequities due to this digital divide. School closures meant 
that children could not physically attend the premises of their schools, affecting 
over 170 million pupils across the Latin American and Caribbean region (World 
Bank, 2021). This also led to highlighting structural inequalities in different societ-
ies across the world, and magnifying the social inequality that prevails in Latin 
America and the Caribbean region (United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
2021; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), 
2021). For example, only 43% of primary schools in the region, have access to 
internet for pedagogical purposes.

Specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic affected children’s personal lives and 
schooling in very specific ways in Chile, Brazil, Cuba, and Mexico. For example, in 
Chile, all schools and preschools were closed for almost the entire 2020 academic 
year and in 2021 only few have re-opened, as localities enter and exit quarantines. 
In Mexico, many children could not access distance education due to different rea-
sons: internet access gaps and lack of adequate technological devices; absence of 
safe spaces in their homes, especially in the case of girls who must, on many occa-
sions, assume care roles or are victims of violence and sexual abuse; and existence 
of overcrowding, food insecurity, and poor hygiene conditions that hinder the con-
tinuity of learning. In Brazil, most schools were closed during the pandemic but the 
Leeman Foundation, with funding from the LEGO Foundation, developed an initia-
tive called Educação em Rede (Online Education). This initiative for teacher educa-
tion, has reached 500,000 teachers across different regions of Brazil aimed to upskill 
and train teachers in the use of digital devices and platforms to deliver remote learn-
ing (World Bank, 2021). In Cuba, schools were closed in March 2020 and re-
opened in September 2020; however, they were again closed in early 2021. Televised 
programs were created to support children aged 0–5; however, there were children 
with limited access to these.

It is important to acknowledge that the chapter authors for this book were simi-
larly experiencing professional and personal challenges during the writing of their 
chapters. We acknowledge their commitment to children’s transitions to schools in 
their countries which made this book possible.

�Importance of Transitions to School and Its Conceptualisation

The main purpose of early childhood education is to support a holistic social, emo-
tional, physical, and educational development of a child which also sets the founda-
tions for a love of learning, good health, wellbeing, and later personal development 
and life-long learning. Hence, offering a high-quality early childhood education is 
of utmost importance as it allows children to develop a range of social, motor, cog-
nitive, and emotional skills which will form the basis of their personal development. 

1  Transition to School in Latin American Countries: Introducing some Perspectives…
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To this end, global governments ensure that early childhood education (UNESCO’s 
International Standard Classification of Education; ISCED 0) is well-aligned with 
the demands and expectations related to transition to formal schooling which usu-
ally starts with primary school (ISCED 1) across the globe. Such alignment should 
aim to provide continuity between preschool and formal school provision as this 
could potentially impact children’s personal, emotional, social, and academic 
development.

Therefore, transition to primary school has been internationally recognised as 
one of the most important, not only educational but also life transitions for young 
children. Some like, Mascareño et al. (2014), argue that the transition to primary 
school is a challenging process whereby children enter a new world of higher expec-
tations where academic demands represent one of their main challenges comprising 
a more-structured learning environment, more teacher-directed activity, and aca-
demic assessments. Globally, this period of change has led governments to make 
efforts to facilitate this transition with a view to promoting children’s wellbeing and 
optimum development given that some “research has found that some of the positive 
effects of participation in ECEC can fade in primary school when transitions 
between ECEC and school are ill-prepared” (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2017, p. 41). The following chapters pro-
vide an understanding of the perspectives from four different countries (and at times 
multiple within the same country) of how governments have prioritised transition to 
primary school. This transition is regarded as a key period for children as they expe-
rience a number of significant changes including, but not limited to new environ-
ment, relationships, identities, roles, expectations, routines, and rules (Hirst et al., 
2011; Perry et al., 2014).

Further, it is important to understand how different stakeholders have conceptu-
alised transitions across the world. International organizations such as UNICEF 
(2012, p. 8) defines this transition as “children moving into and adjusting to new 
learning environments, families learning to work within a sociocultural system (i.e., 
education) and schools making provisions for admitting new children into the sys-
tem”. Fabian and Dunlop (2007, p. 3) define it as “…the process of change of envi-
ronment and set of relationships that children make from one setting or phase of 
education to another over time”. Pianta and Kraft-Sayre (1999) define it as a process 
of significant change from one environment to another quite different environment 
in which children will need knowledge, abilities, and skills to adapt to their new 
setting. Therefore, based on the literature published in English, which is primarily 
Western, it seems that a key element of this transition is a response to a change or 
movement. Bohan-Baker and Little (2002) define this as an ongoing process rather 
than an isolated one-off event in children’s lives where members of the community 
(i.e., parents, teachers, policymakers) should be involved. Similarly, Jindal-Snape 
(2018) highlights the role of all stakeholders and defines “transition as an ongoing 
process of psychological, social and educational adaptation over time, due to 
changes in context, interpersonal relationships and identity, which can be both 
exciting and worrying, and requires ongoing support.” (p. 283).

A. Urbina-García et al.
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These studies have provided important and valuable cross-cultural information 
that has contributed to a better understanding of the concept of transition from dif-
ferent contexts. What we do not know is whether these are also common conceptu-
alisations in Latin America. To this end, Chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 are crucial in 
providing us an understanding of this area. Here, we briefly highlight some concep-
tualisations that have been used by chapter authors, with details in the chapters 
themselves.

All chapters seem to have conceptualised transitions in the context of the rela-
tionship between early years education and compulsory schooling, and what their 
roles are in the process. In Chap. 6 for instance, the Brazilian authors’ concept of 
transition seems to be about child’s school readiness (focusing on preparing the 
child for school), with preschool teachers seen to have responsibility for preparing 
children for academic life in school, for instance by teaching scientific concepts 
using play as a vehicle. This emphasis on the child’s readiness is proposed to 
enhance curriculum continuity. This view seems to be confirmed by the authors of 
Chap. 9 in their case study on transition in Brazilian Waldorf schools. Readiness in 
Waldorf is seen as the combination of a child’s development of sensory, motor, 
cognitive, affective, and social skills and chronological age. However, it is not clear 
whether transition from a Waldorf preschool to a Waldorf primary school (which 
sometimes are in the same building) is smoother given the shared values, pedago-
gies, and aims, and potentially curricular continuity.

Chapter 7, also providing a Brazilian perspective, suggests that there is an 
emphasis on getting teachers ready with government’s emphasis on educating 
teachers so that they can facilitate the transition framed by the rights of children to 
play. This seems to be underpinned by different expectations held by teachers from 
both levels, which seem to place a greater emphasis on the role of adults (i.e., teach-
ers, managers, parents) to support children’s transitions. Chapter 8 authors argue 
that there is the need to adapt the Brazilian curricula for both educational levels that 
would lead to more continuity. Further, Chap. 7 authors support the notion that the 
educational curricula should also be informed by children’s voices. Whilst the tran-
sition seems to be conceptualised as a staged approach, there is a strong emphasis 
on children’s rights to participate, play, and learn. According to these authors, there 
is the need to listen to children to ascertain how they understand and interpret the 
curriculum. A clear advantage of having at least two chapters about one particular 
country (the case for Brazil and Chile), is that it is possible to capture the notion of 
transition from different perspectives within the same context.

In Chap. 2, in a Chilean context, transition to school has been seen to be an 
articulation, and the term articulation is officially used to refer to transition. This 
notion places an important level of responsibility in adults’ practices and agency to 
facilitate children’s transitions. In fact, the transition is seen as a multidimensional 
process in this chapter with an important focus not only on school readiness, but 
also on having schools and stakeholders ready. Through their narrative, authors 
strongly emphasise the need to articulate the curriculum, support teacher education 
and improve policies to support the transition – rather than the focus being on hav-
ing children ready. This chapter ends with the view that: “Any change intended to 

1  Transition to School in Latin American Countries: Introducing some Perspectives…
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ease transitions should follow the rule of thumb of redirecting all efforts towards all 
children’s wellbeing”. Certainly, the idea of promoting transitions to school with 
children’s wellbeing as the main aim, is a welcome contribution to the scant litera-
ture in this area internationally. Other Chilean authors in Chap. 3, see the transition 
as the process whereby schools must be ready for children and propose that in doing 
so, we must avoid schoolification (structuring the preschool/kindergarten level in a 
more academic-led way, Shuey and Kankaraš 2018). Additionally, these authors 
seem to support the notion that this transition should emphasise supporting chil-
dren’s socioemotional development in light of the prioritisation of academic content 
in primary schools. Indeed, they go on to suggest that during this transition, the 
focus should be on children and not content coverage.

According to the Cuban author (Chap. 5), in Cuba the notion of school readiness 
is favoured. While the author argues that the transition occurs naturally and gradu-
ally, she also suggests that children must be prepared - by using play as a vehicle to 
prepare them for the study activity. Transition is seen as a staged approach which 
must prepare children to the study activity in primary school. Finally, in Chap. 4, the 
Mexican authors’ conceptualisation of transition seems to mirror that of the other 
chapter authors. According to them, in Mexico, transition is viewed as getting the 
child ready for primary school; however, this notion is questioned by the authors 
and it is proposed that schools must also be ready, highlighting the interactionist 
approach (Mayer et al., 2010) to ascertain a good fit between each child and school. 
Children are seen as the agents who must develop skills to face the academic 
demands of primary school; however, the authors also argue that policies must be 
created to support this transition. These authors go on to propose that the curricula 
of both educational levels should be well-aligned, children must be prepared, and 
schools must be ready. Adults (teachers, parents, teaching assistants, and headteach-
ers) are seen as active agents in this process who must help children get ready for 
primary school.

In conclusion, there does not seem to be a consensus as to what transition to 
school is and/or how it can be defined. However, there is a strong emphasis on readi-
ness, of child and/or educational institutions. This notion seems to be strengthened 
by recognising the need to articulate curricula, educate teachers, and create policies 
to support this transition. There are lessons here about the importance of the voice 
of the child (that should also be considered in the context of their transitions) and 
children’s wellbeing during transitions, given that some authors of chapters included 
in this book do recognise and emphasise the relationship with, and an active inclu-
sion of, the voices of children, school professionals, and parents to inform school 
(and national) practices and policies. Further, given the enhanced focus on wellbe-
ing due to the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing global initiatives to support mental 
health and wellbeing in schools (United Nations (UN), 2014, 2020), the main focus 
of transitions practices and policies being on wellbeing outcomes rather than aca-
demic outcomes, might be gaining more traction internationally. However, it is 
important to be mindful that teachers will also be experiencing professional and 
personal transitions, some of which will be triggered due to children’s transitions, 
and conversely, their transitions will trigger those of children and parents (see 
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Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions Theory, Jindal-Snape, 2016). Therefore, 
the focus of transitions practices and policies should not be limited to children’s 
wellbeing but should also focus on the wellbeing and transition support of signifi-
cant others in their environment (Jindal-Snape, 2018).

�Education Systems in Chile, Brazil, Mexico, and Cuba

A great deal of transitions research has been undertaken in many parts of the world. 
Oftentimes comparisons are made and conclusions drawn about theoretical stances, 
conceptualisations, practices, and policies. While much can be gained from these 
explorations, the relevance and impact are limited if there is no consideration of 
context. One critical element of context relates to the content and structure of educa-
tion systems. The following discussion considers the particular characteristics of the 
education systems that shape the transition in the countries included in this book: 
Chile; Mexico; Brazil; and Cuba. An overview is provided in Table 1.1.

�Chile

In Chile, the establishment of early years education provision is recognised in the 
Chilean constitution under the law N° 19.634/1999 (Alarcón et al., 2015). The basic 
education system comprises initial education (Educación Parvularia) for children 
0–2 years old; childcare centres (Jardines Infantiles) for children 2–4; first level of 
transition for children 4–5 and second level of transition for children aged 5–6 
(OECD, 2017). The first cycle of primary education is provided for children aged 
6–10 years old, albeit education in Chile is now compulsory from ages 5–18 as a 
result of a policy reform proposed on May 21st of 2013 by the Chilean president 
(Alarcón et al., 2015). Early childhood education is centre-based and aims to sup-
port children’s development from a holistic perspective considering social, motor, 
emotional, and cognitive domains (OECD, 2016).

In terms of enrolment and coverage, Chile reports one of the lowest rates (55%) 
compared to other Latin American countries such as Brazil and Argentina (65% and 
72% respectively). In Chile, the Ministry of Education is responsible for the design 
and implementation of educational policies as well as managing the funding pro-
vided at national level, whereas the National Council of Education is tasked with 
developing curriculum and assessment strategies (Consejo Nacional de Educación, 
2021). The Quality of Education Agency, on the other hand, is in charge of assessing 
children’s learning outcomes as well as monitoring and assessing of schools’ per-
formance. Finally, the Education Superintendent’s Office, oversees the way in 
which resources are used, ensures that educational norms are followed and legal 
standards met, and addresses families’ complaints (Consejo Nacional de Educación, 
2021). Whilst the Ministry of Education sets the policy agenda and the national 
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Table 1.1  Overview of educational systems

Countries

Stages of 
preschool/school 
education

Age at 
each stage

Legal status of early 
years provision

Child: 
Teacher 
ratio in 
early years

Brazil Right to free 
education, 
mandatory 
(6-14 years 
of age)

Preschool level Creche 
2–5 years

Brazilian constitution, 
article 6/1988

18:1 (in 
public 
ECEC 3–5 
y.o.)

Jardim 
3–6 years

Fundamental 
education I

6–10 years

Fundamental 
education II

11–
14 years

Upper secondary 
education 
(optional)

15–
18 years

Chile Right to free 
education, 
mandatory 
(5–18 years 
of age)

Preschool (5 
levels, starting at 
85 days of age), 
4–5 years is 
mandatory

0–5 years Chilean constitution 
under the law N° 
19.634/1999

20:1 in 
ECEC 
(3–6 y.o.)

Primary school, 
grades 1–8

6–14 years

Secondary school, 
grades 9–12

15–
18 years

Cuba Right to free 
education 
(including 
university 
education), 
mandatory 
(6–16 years 
of age)

Preschool level 0–5 years Constitution of the 
Republic of Cuba 
(articles 39 and 51); the 
Child and Youth Code 
of 1978, whose article 
17 specifically focuses 
on the care and 
education of children 
under six; and the 
Family Code

5:1 (aged 
1–3 y.o.)Primary school 

education, grades 
1–6

6–11 years

Secondary school 
education (basic 
and pre-university 
secondary 
education), grades 
7–9

12–
15 years

7:1 (aged 
3–5 y.o.)
13:1 (aged 
5–6 y.o.)

Mexico Right to free 
education, 
mandatory 
education (3 
to 15 years 
of age)

Preschool 3–5 years Constitution of the 
United Mexican States: 
Article No. 3

24:1
Primary/
elementary school, 
grades 1–6

6–12 years 27:1

Junior high/middle 
school, grades 7–9

12–
15 years

28:1

Secondary 
education, grades 
10–12

15–
18 years

framework in terms of education provision, municipalities are tasked with deliver-
ing education programs with certain degree of autonomy, including the increasing 
number of privately-owned educational institutions which are subsidized by the 
government (OECD, 2015). Chile is considered to have a good alignment between 
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pre-primary and primary school education (OECD, 2017). In Chile, educational 
material related to the transition to school (guidelines, leaflets, flyers, websites, 
books) is prepared and shared between early childhood educators (Educadora de 
Párvulos) and primary school teachers. Chile has one of the highest child-teacher 
ratio in the first grade of primary school among OECD countries with 45 children 
per teacher – significantly higher than the ratio in the last year of preschool of 22.5 
children for every adult. Expenditure per student in preschool and primary school 
education remains markedly lower in Chile compared to the OECD average 
(OECD, 2016).

�Brazil

In Brazil, the 1988 Constitution (for an English translation, see Rosenn 2017) 
reflected the re-democratisation process in its description of education as a “funda-
mental social right” (Article 6) and through the establishment of the principles of 
education policy (Bucci & Gomes, 2018). Following Brazil’s participation in the 
1990 world conference that resulted in the World Declaration on Education for All 
(UNESCO, 1990), the Ministry of Education committed to including early child-
hood education as the first stage of basic education (Kramer & Nunes, 2013). The 
third edition of the Brazilian constitution (Câmara dos Deputados, 2010) continues 
to recognise education as “a right of all” (Article 205). Further, Article 208 deter-
mines that the government is responsible for guaranteeing “free compulsory ele-
mentary education from four to 17 years of age…” and “early education in nurseries 
and preschool for children up to 5 years of age”. These articles reflect legislative 
changes in 2005 (Law 11.114/2005) and 2006 (Law 11.274/2006) which extended 
the period of basic (compulsory) education from 8 to 9 years by lowering the school 
starting age from 7 to 6 years. Extending the period of basic education was one of 
the targets of the National Education Plan outlined by the Ministry of Education 
(Brazil, 2001). Further constitutional changes established that municipalities held 
responsibility for early childhood education and the early years of elementary edu-
cation (Bucci & Gomes, 2018). A further change related to financing basic educa-
tion, with the establishment of Fund for the Development of Basic Education and 
for Enhancing the Value of the Teaching Profession (FUNDEB) in 2007 to redistrib-
ute resources to states and municipalities. Despite this fund, financial challenges 
have remained, with unequal distribution of funds (Mami, 2013).

Two levels of education are defined by Brazil’s education law: basic education 
and higher education. Basic education consists of early childhood education 
(Educação Infantil, for children aged 4–5  years); elementary education (Ensino 
Fundamental, for children aged 6–14  years); and secondary education (Ensino 
Médio, for those aged 15–17 years). Early childhood education consists of 2 years 
of preschool for children aged 4–5 years. Prior to this, children can attend nursery 
schools (for children aged 0–3 years), although this is not compulsory. Elementary 
education is further divided into Fundamental education I (children aged 6–9 years) 
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and Fundamental education II (children aged 10–14  years) (Monroy & Trines, 
2019). The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (2019, 
pp. 5–6) reports that:

In Brazil, enrolment of children under the age of three in early childhood educa-
tion and care (ECEC) jumped from 10% in 2012 to 23% in 2017, although it remains 
below the OECD average of 36%. Enrolment among 3–5 year-olds also increased 
considerably, from 60% in 2012 to 84% in 2017, close to the OECD average of 
87%. Among 5–6  year-olds, enrolment in either ECEC or primary education is 
largely universal.

According to the Constitution, compulsory education – since 2005 encompass-
ing children aged 6–14, (9 years) and more recently encompassing children aged 
6–17 (12 years) – is to be provided free of charge in public schools. However, it is 
noted that the public school system has “neither expanded enough to attend to this 
need nor improved its quality, a situation that opened a space for private institutions 
to expand and take an important role in ECE” (Mami, 2013, p. 3).

Recognising the significance of the change to school starting age, the Ministry of 
Education (Ministério da Educação, 2007) issued some guideless for the inclusion 
of six-year-olds in elementary school. While the legislation and guidance to support 
early childhood and elementary education sets out expectations, Campos (2018) 
emphasises the difference between what is written in official documents and what 
happens in practice. In addition to the great geographical diversity of Brazil, Campos 
notes vast economic and social diversity, all of which contribute to unequal access 
to education across the municipalities and educational levels. With 5, 570 munici-
palities across Brazil, encompassing major cities and remote areas, it is probably 
not surprising that considerable differences exist.

This diversity is reflected in the organisation of early childhood education. Many 
settings for younger children are offered by private organisations – including both 
for profit and not-for-profit organisations. Some municipalities prefer to support the 
services offered by not-for-profit organisations rather than establishing their own 
public services (Campos, 2018). In some municipalities, preschools are part of ele-
mentary schools; in others some preschools may be separate institutions. Differences 
in facilities and resources, as well as in pedagogy and teacher preparation have been 
noted (Bruns et al., 2012; Campos et al., 2011; Evans & Kosec, 2012). Promoting 
universal access to high-quality early childhood education across diverse contexts 
and for the diverse population remains an ongoing challenge (Oliveira, 2018).

National curriculum guidelines for early childhood education have been promul-
gated (Brazil, 2009) as have the most recent guidelines for basic education (Brazil, 
2017). Both documents note the importance of transition between early childhood 
and elementary education. However, as these areas of education fall under the aus-
pices of municipalities, guidance around transition mainly comes from municipal 
education authorities. The recent national curriculum (Base Nacional Comum 
Curricular; Brazil, 2017) covers all levels of education from early childhood to 
secondary, listing expected learning outcomes, skills, and competencies across each 
level. The rationale underpinning the national curriculum has been that “the align-
ment of all other education policies … will promote greater integration, synergies 
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and exchanges among cities and states and lead to better outcomes for children” 
(Costin & Pontual, 2020, p. 48).

The second National Education Plan (2014–2024) (Brazil, 2014; Bucci & 
Gomes, 2018) sets ambitious goals for early childhood education, outlining plans 
for increased attendance for children, aiming at 100% preschool enrolment for chil-
dren aged 4–5 years (Campos, 2018). However, the drastic impact of COVID-19 on 
early childhood education in Brazil is likely to dent these goals severely (Campos & 
Vieira, 2021).

�Mexico

In México, Article No. 3 of the constitution establishes that every Mexican citizen 
has the right to free and secular education provided by the government (Aboites, 
2012) including all levels comprised within the basic education scheme namely 
preschool, primary school and secondary school. The obligatory basic education 
scheme is run by the Ministry of Public Education (Secretaria de Educación Publica) 
and covers children aged 3–15 years old, although initial education – for children 
aged 0–3 – is not mandatory (OECD, 2013). The education system is divided into 
preschool (children 3–5  years of age), primary/elementary school (Grades 1–6; 
6–12 years), Junior high/middle school (Grades 7–9; 12–15 years) and Secondary 
education (Grades 8–12; 15–18 years).

In 1992 a policy reform took place whereby the education sector was decentral-
ised, meaning that each of the 32 states of México are in charge of the education 
provision; however, and despite the decentralisation, the federal government main-
tains control in matters of normative, evaluative, planning, and programming of the 
education provision. In 2002, the Mexican government approved an educational 
reform by which preschool education became mandatory for children aged three to 
six. This reform was gradually applied, starting in the 2004–2005 academic year for 
children aged five, in 2005–2006 for children aged four, and in 2008–2009 for chil-
dren aged three (Alarcón et al., 2015; Rivera & Guerra, 2005). This policy reform 
required the Ministry of Public Education to place a greater focus on ensuring a 
high quality of education provided to all children. However, this reform also brought 
some important challenges. Firstly, Moreles (2011) suggests that this reform lacked 
empirical support and was mainly driven by political interests and a deep interest to 
fit the international agenda. The National Institute for the Evaluation of Education 
(Instituto Nacional para la Evaluación de la Educación, 2008) echoes López’s 
(2016) views in that lawmakers should have considered the implications of a reform 
like this, such as infrastructure, physical spaces, classroom availability, teacher edu-
cation, and so forth. Secondly, this reform created important challenges related to an 
increase demand, coverage, equity, and quality (López, 2016).

The National Plan of Development (2018–2024) clearly outlines the govern-
ment’s commitment to ensure employment, education, health, and wellbeing (Diario 
Oficial de la Federación, 2019a). From this document, the Regional Program of 
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Education (2020–2024) is derived, and which outlines the main activities to focus 
on for the 6 year period of the current’s government tenure. There are six main aims 
described in this document which focus on the government’s commitment to: (1) 
guarantee an egalitarian and inclusive education; (2) guarantee the right and access 
to an excellent pertinent and relevant education provision; (3) value teachers as 
agents of change; (4) generate favourable environments to facilitate the teaching-
learning process; (5) guarantee the right and access to a physical education culture; 
and (6) ensure the hegemony and active national participation of the government to 
ensure the transformation of the education system (Diario Oficial de la 
Federación, 2019b).

Whilst the reform which made preschool education mandatory helped Mexico 
give an important step in terms of providing compulsory free education to all chil-
dren, recent reports suggest that there are still challenges at national level regard-
ing low quality of education, social inequality, poverty, high levels of crime, low 
quality of teacher education, and limited access to school for children from rural 
areas and from low income backgrounds (UNESCO, 2020). In fact, only 82% of 
children aged 3–5 are currently enrolled in early childhood and primary education 
programs which is below the OECD average of 88% (OECD, 2020) whereas only 
15% of 3–5 years old are enrolled in private schools compared to a nearly 30% in 
average in other OECD countries. The child-teacher ratio in Mexico is 24 children 
per teacher at preschool level, which does not change significantly, with a ratio of 
25:1 and 27:1 and 28:1 in primary school and junior high/middle school. Mexico’s 
government invests on average USD 3320 per student on primary education which 
is lower compared to the average the average of USD 11,231  in other OECD 
countries.

�Cuba

In Cuba according to Malott (2009), Cuban education provision is the sole respon-
sibility of the revolutionary government led by the Ministry of Education. The 
Cuban National Education system aims to offer compulsory and free of charge edu-
cation until the age of 16 (Malott, 2009) with the ultimate goal of “capital formula-
tion through labour power” (Fox & Byker, 2015, p.  186). The education system 
supports the acquisition of Cuban values to counteract the values underpinning neo-
liberalism and capitalism ideologies (Fox & Byker, 2015) and heavily relies on the 
legacy of Paulo Freire related to using education to empower Cuban citizens to 
‘read the world’ through critical lenses (Allman, 2001).

According to López (2011), the structure of the Cuban educational system com-
prises preschool level (children aged 0–5 years old), followed by 6 years of primary 
school education (6–11  years old), and 3  years of secondary school education 
(12–14 years old). Preschool education aims to support children’s moral, aesthetic, 
physical, and intellectual development with a view to preparing them for further 
academic education. Preschool education is delivered by the Educa a tu Hijo 
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program [Educate Your Child] which involves the wider community and parents. 
Primary education is regarded as ‘General Education’, is divided in two cycles (first 
to fourth grade and fifth to sixth grade), and aims to help children develop their 
personality, and to develop “…patriotic feelings and civic education, capable of 
identifying with the values and principles of our society, exalting the value of work 
as a source of wealth and acting as the protagonist in the leaning process” (López, 
2011, p. 61).

López (2011) illustrates how Cuba has undergone deep internal changes due to 
changes in the global landscape of education which has also prompted the Cuban 
education system to evolve. The evolution of the Cuban system is argued to have 
gone through four specific phases. The first phase took place in 1961 when illiteracy 
was eradicated. In the second phase, the National System of Education was created 
in 1959 after the Cuban revolution and thus consolidated in 1970 which allowed the 
Cuban government to highlight the importance of ensuring access to education to all 
of its citizens (Abendroth, 2009). The third phase took place in 2000 which aimed 
to offer an ongoing and sustained process of education to ensure an efficient human 
development of young children, teenagers, and young people. Finally, the fourth 
phase is regarded as the current climate Cuba is living in the twenty-first century. 
The National System of Education is the government-led institution tasked with 
overseeing all levels of education in the country. While Cuba created the Instituto 
Pedagógico, aimed to train teachers to work in the national education system, Cuban 
teachers work in an undervalued profession – as it happens in other countries – and 
with one of the lowest pays for teachers ($25 USD per month) in the world (Fox & 
Byker, 2015). The child teacher ratio changes from 7:1 in the final year of preschool 
to 13:1 in primary school.

Overall, it can be observed that there are a number of educational and govern-
ment policies and procedures which differ from country to country. These policies 
and procedures shape the direction of education provision in general, but they also 
shape the transition to school. In the following discussion, we consider more closely 
those policies which are specifically related to the transition to school.

�Policies Supporting Transitions to School in the Four Latin 
American Countries

Within educational research, it is widely accepted that educational policies have a 
strong influence on different aspects of education provision namely, processes, 
environment, procedures, curriculum, teacher education, and leadership (Spring, 
2014; Verger et al., 2012). Such influence also applies to the way in which school 
pupils experience the learning process. The chapters included in this book report on 
the policies that have been developed and which seem to influence the way in which 
the transition to school is experienced. Chapter 7 from Brazil highlights policies 
that the Brazilian government has in place around the transition to school, namely 
the National Curriculum Guidelines for Basic Education and the National 
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Curriculum Base (Brazil, 2017). These policies state the relevance of different tran-
sitions and indeed outline what schools should be doing to support transition from 
initial to formal education. In fact, the City Curriculum for Early Childhood 
Education (Sao Paulo, 2019) contains an entire chapter dedicated to transitions, 
emphasising the need for additional public policies to ensure curricular integration 
and relevant education of teachers. Additionally, in some municipalities there seem 
to be Municipal Education Networks which emphasise the importance of profes-
sional education of teachers to facilitate this transition. The impact of these policies 
is given particular focus in Chap. 9 with analysis pertinent to the particular Waldorf 
School system within Brazil.

Chile (Chap. 2) similarly recognises the relevance of transition to school by hav-
ing important policies in place to support this process. Firstly, the National System 
of Quality Assurance established in 2011, has recognised the importance of early 
childhood education and thus included it in such a quality-related system to ensure 
a common infrastructure and structural quality among educational levels. Secondly, 
the relevance of the transition to school seems to be further strengthened with the 
recent publication of the Transitions Decree in 2017. This Decree requires all 
schools to plan transition activities involving teachers, children, and parents with a 
view to supporting the transition to first grade. This is further supported by the 
action of the Viceministry of Early Childhood Education which creates strategies to 
support the transition to primary school. While not focused specifically on pre-
school or first grade teachers, the Teachers Career Law established in 2016, aims to 
improve preservice training, foster professional development and enhance salaries 
which is expected to have a positive impact on the way in which teachers support 
this transition. However, Chap. 3 (Chile), reports interesting challenges regarding 
school funding and school competition which may impact this transition. This chap-
ter makes the case of the pressure experienced by some Chilean primary schools 
whereby children seem to be pressured to perform well in national standardised 
tests, otherwise, the school may be at risk of being closed and pupils being sent to 
other schools. Interestingly, this chapter reports that the there is a direct correlation 
between high grades and funding for schools whereby the better grades obtained by 
children, would secure more government funding to schools. As a result of this, 
there seems to be an additional pressure on teachers in that they need to have chil-
dren with high grades which could result in children feeling pressured to obtain 
high grades.

Although the Cuban chapter (Chap. 5), does not report in detail on the current 
policies that shape the transition to school, recent reports suggest that the Cuban 
education system has gone through a deep transformation to ensure a high-quality 
education provision for all Cuban children (Murray, 2017). The report documents 
that education policies support the involvement of families in their child’s educa-
tion, especially in day care centres (D’Emilio & Laire, 2016). The report and Chap. 
5 highlight the Cuban government’s community-based program Educa a tu Hijo 
[Educate your Child] which is formed of stakeholders from different sectors such as 
education, health, sports, and culture aimed to work with parents to support their 
child’s development through home-based activities. The report goes on to describe 
that there are policies in place to identify at-risk families (low income families, 
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history of violence and/or alcoholism) who need tailored attention at the start of 
each school year. On the other hand, the Preschool Education Program which was 
published in 1990, and is still in place, seems to favour development of early liter-
acy skills (Hernández & Gómez, 2018) to prepare them for further academic educa-
tion. While this may suggest that the Cuban education policies seem to place an 
emphasis on developing academic-related skills of preschool children, there seems 
the need to investigate further what specific policy-related mechanisms the Cuban 
government has, to specifically support this transition. Authors from Mexico on the 
other hand (Chap. 4), reflect on the fact that the Mexican Ministry of Education 
through the National Program of Education (2018–2024), acknowledges the need to 
articulate all basic education systems including preschool, primary, and secondary 
school curricula. However, no specific steps have been taken to produce specific 
guidelines or policies to support the transition to school nor are there guidelines or 
policies for teacher education in this respect. The authors highlight the need to con-
duct additional research to inform policy development around this transition.

�Conclusions

The chapters in the book showcase some of the transitions research, practices, and 
policies underway in Brazil, Chile, Cuba, and México, making important contribu-
tions to knowledge and understandings of how the transition to school is perceived 
and experienced by different stakeholders. Each of the chapters outlines both advan-
tages and challenges of current educational systems and approaches and the posi-
tions occupied by transition to school within these. Readers will no doubt identify 
similarities and differences with transitions research undertaken in various other 
parts of the world. However, our purpose in compiling these chapters is not to pro-
mote direct comparisons and the judgments that often accompany these. Rather, we 
recognise and value diverse perspectives and approaches and argue that there is 
limited value in aiming to seek or promote a universal definition or conceptualisaton 
of transition. Acknowledging that transition is contextually based, we propose that 
each of the chapters offers opportunities to reflect upon our own contexts and the 
ways in which transition is shaped by the actors involved, in line with their cultural 
practices, education systems, and policies. Indeed, the premise of this book is that 
we each have much to learn from others. One way we hope to achieve this is by 
sharing research that is sometimes not accessible to English-speaking audiences. 
However, this is not necessarily a simple task.

When the editors first mooted this volume and invited expressions of interest, 
potential contributors were identified from 14 Latin American countries. We – the 
editors – were delighted and thought that these contributions could provide broad 
perspectives of transition across a diverse range of countries and contexts. However, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has had a particularly devastating impact on Latin 
American countries (see Chap. 10 for discussion of the impact on early education 
and transition to school). At the time of writing, several Latin American countries 
continue to be severely affected by the pandemic. Reluctantly, several authors 
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withdrew their participation to attend to their immediate concerns and contexts. 
Despite the challenges faced, other authors maintained their involvement and shared 
their research with us. We admire their resilience, perseverance, and commitment to 
writing their chapters. We also appreciate their assistance in responding to questions 
and clarifications throughout the process of compiling the book.

Our invitations to authors included options to submit chapters in English, 
Spanish, or Portuguese. We have appreciated the efforts of authors to write chapters 
in English, have their chapters translated into English, and for authors to translate 
other chapters into English. In particular, we wish to acknowledge the assistance of 
Thais Ciardella in translating Portuguese to English and clarifying the queries of the 
non-Portuguese speaking editors.

For many readers, this book may provide an initial opportunity to engage with 
transitions research, policy, and practice emanating from parts of Latin America. It 
also provides an opportunity for Latin American transition to school research to 
influence research beyond this region. However, the relatively limited attention to 
transitions research in Latin American countries within English chronicles to date 
should not be taken to indicate that nothing has been happening in this space. 
Indeed, the opposite is the case, with a great deal written about transitions and 
shared in both Spanish and Portuguese, accompanied by recent evidence from pol-
icy and practice that the focus on transitions has gained traction in several Latin 
American contexts. Our aim in preparing this volume has been to broaden the scope 
of international exchange around transitions research and to invite continued con-
versations, reflections, and shared commitments to the topic.
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Chapter 2
Three Transitions in the Chilean Early 
Childhood Years

Alejandra Cortazar , Ximena Poblete , and María Fernanda Ahumada 

Abstract  This chapter aims to understand how transitions affect children’s experi-
ences during their early childhood years. The authors discuss the three transitions 
that Chilean children experience during early childhood: from home to nursery 
(0–3  years old), from preschool to the transition levels of early years education 
(4–5  years old) and from transition levels to primary education (at age 6). 
Acknowledging the relevance of transitions in children’s lives and the impact on 
their development and learning skills, the authors explore the characteristics of 
Chilean early childhood education (ECE) programmes, policies, and regulations to 
understand the ways these affect children’s experiences. Furthermore, the efforts 
Chilean governments have made to ease these transitions are discussed as well as 
the challenges that are still present in the education system to ease transitions for 
children.

�Introduction

Life is about changes, moving from what we know and are familiar with to the new 
and unknown. These changes require effort and energy. How much energy and 
effort is needed depends on personal skills, how prepared we are, as well as how the 
context facilitates or hinders the transition. The education system and the 
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differences between education levels challenge children to transition to different 
contexts and conditions. The continuity at the structural level, programme charac-
teristics, and pedagogical alignment will be critical influences on children’s experi-
ences (Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; Shuey et al., 2019).

The goal of this chapter is to problematise the ways in which Chilean children 
experience three transitions during their early childhood years: from home to pre-
school, from preschool to the transition levels and from the transition levels to pri-
mary education. By analysing programme characteristics, policies, and regulations, 
we aim to address the following question: What changes do children face during 
these three transitions? We present these three transitions, focusing on how children 
experience changes in these different settings and discuss the efforts the Chilean 
governments have made to ease these transitions. Finally, we discuss the challenges 
which the education system still presents for children to have a continuous educa-
tional experience.

�Conceptual Framework

Transitions during the first years of life and between early childhood education 
(ECE) and primary education are complex and important events in children’s lives. 
Promoting well-managed and smooth transitions may have important long-term 
effects on children’s learning and development and could shape how children will 
face their future educational and social experiences (Fabian, 2013; Fabian & 
Dunlop, 2007; Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), 2017). Even though change is usually exciting for chil-
dren and they are enthusiastic about making new friends and learning new things, 
these events can also trigger high levels of anxiety and concern among children 
especially when there are multiple transitions in short periods of time and/or when 
they are sustained in time (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007). Research has shown the impor-
tance of addressing these difficulties as they could affect children’s sense of identity 
and their status within their community. Changes might impact their motivation to 
learn, socialise, and adapt to the different environments and develop their learning 
and development potential (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000; Vogler et al., 2008).

In the educational field, transitions have been described in two dimensions. 
Vertical transitions refer to the change’s children experience as they progress chron-
ologically through their lives, for example from infancy to toddlerhood, or from 
nursery to school. These transitions are important in education as the different edu-
cational levels mark children’s life milestones. Horizontal transitions comprise 
movements children experience among different spheres or domains in their lives, 
even in the same day, for instance from home to school or among different carers. 
Although horizontal transitions have been less studied in the education field, they 
also have an important impact on children’s lives (Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; Vogler 
et al., 2008). These conceptualisations are important as they allow more complex 
understanding of children’s experiences moving among the different settings and 
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therefore highlight the ways in which different people and settings could develop 
connections to ease children’s transitions (Kagan & Tarrant, 2010).

Considering the complexity involved in the two dimensions of transitions, this 
chapter draws on an ecological definition of educational transitions, that is a “pro-
cess of change of environment and set of relationships that children make from one 
setting or phase of education to another over time” (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007, p. 3). 
This conceptualisation allows for a multidimensional perspective including not only 
children’s experiences of a one-time event, but considers it as a “multiyear, multi-
person, multiple resources process” that will directly impact children’s success in 
the educational system as well as community wellbeing (Ramey & Ramey, 2010, 
p. 19). Conceptualisations of transitions imply a qualitative shift in children’s lives 
and intensify the demands of adaptation to multiple areas of their daily life; such as 
new environment, activities, teaching styles, schedules, type of learning, interac-
tions, and social expectations.

This adaptation is challenging as it demands children make sense of new cultural 
beliefs, discourses, and practices, constructing their new role and status (Vogler 
et al., 2008). It involves considering transitions as a central feature of early years 
development and therefore as providing opportunities to foster children’s develop-
ment (Kagan & Tarrant, 2010). In the educational field, this complex understanding 
also challenges a narrow focus on school readiness and the consequent schoolifica-
tion of early childhood education institutions (Moss, 2012). Indeed, when transi-
tions are considered as the passage from early years to primary education, often the 
emphasis is on children’s level of development and to what extent their families and 
early years services have fostered the skills and knowledge required in pri-
mary school.

A comprehensive understanding of transition allows consideration of both the 
education and caring dimensions that are characteristics of early childhood educa-
tion (ECE) services. These dimensions are often positioned in tension and as a 
dichotomy, in which services for children under 3 years old are more focused on the 
caring dimensions while the purposes of services for children between 3 and 6 years 
old are centred on the educational elements. In settings for older children, educa-
tional purposes tend to be prioritised over caring. However, both are considered 
indivisible dimensions of the service provided in early years and inherent to the 
quality of these services. It is then crucial that transitions processes consider these 
different and complementary purposes of ECE education and work to avoid 
schoolification.

It is important also to point out the diversity in the terminology regarding transi-
tions. Terms such as linkage, alignment, continuity, and articulation are often found 
in the literature and educational policy documents in relation to transitions. These 
concepts are complementary to the transition process and refer to the ways transi-
tions are fostered, and the need for a continuum, an alignment in the different com-
ponents involved. In Chile the term articulation is officially used to refer to the 
transition process between early years and primary education and denotes the rela-
tion that should be promoted in the different levels of the educational system. In 
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particular, it is used to emphasise the actions that adults must take to facilitate the 
transition processes experienced by children (Jadue, 2014).

Research has shown different elements that are involved in providing quality 
supportive and smooth transition processes for children such as curricula alignment, 
shared pedagogical practices and frameworks, provision for shared professional 
development, and opportunities of collaboration (Athola et  al., 2011; Fabian & 
Dunlop, 2007; Kagan, 1991; OECD, 2015; Shuey et al., 2019). Kagan and Kauerz 
(2015, p. 5) refer to the structural approach to transitions involving three compo-
nents that frame the transition process: “(i) the pedagogical component; (ii) the 
programmatic component; and (iii) the policy component”. In addition, the struc-
tural approach stresses the importance of the contents, of what is changing in chil-
dren’s transitions. In line with this, the OECD (2015) also identifies the different 
elements that change during transitions and highlights the importance of these com-
ponents to work towards an embedded alignment.

Within the pedagogical component it is possible to point out the relevance of 
curricula alignment and pedagogical continuity. The curriculum in early years and 
primary education tend to differ regarding their notion of children and learning, 
which affects the learning objectives, and pedagogical approaches for learning and 
therefore children’s experiences in the educational system (Shuey et  al., 2019). 
Research has shown that transitions between early years and primary education are 
often related to the notion of ‘school readiness’ which implies adapting early years 
education to the culture and pedagogical practices of primary education in ways 
such as higher teacher-child ratios, longer hours at school, teacher directed pedago-
gies, and less play time (OECD, 2017). Articulating the curriculum and assuring 
continuity and progression among different educational levels is an important chal-
lenge that requires accounting for children’s developmental needs in order to pro-
mote children’s wellbeing at each stage of education. This could promote the 
preparation of school for children rather than the preparation of children for school.

Professional continuity and the working conditions of the teaching workforce are 
other crucial factors affecting transitions. It is important that practitioners and teach-
ers in different educational levels have opportunities to be prepared and receive 
enough support to help children’s transitions. In this regard, it is important that the 
workforce has developed transition-related competencies and participates in profes-
sional development that includes both early years and primary school teachers 
(OECD, 2017; Shuey et al., 2019).

Furthermore, it is crucial to consider that the curriculum, pedagogic practice, and 
professional continuity are framed within broader policies. Transitions must be 
understood in relation to the organisation and governance system of early years and 
primary education. It is important to stress that while primary education often is 
organised and governed by a unique authority – usually the Ministry of Education – 
different countries have different approaches regarding the governance of the early 
years field. In this level it is possible to find a split system that differentiates between 
‘care’ and ‘early education’, and where each type of service is regulated by different 
authorities. On the contrary, integrated early years systems are regulated under the 
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same authority, and learning objectives consider the whole early childhood educa-
tion period (Shuey et al., 2019).

Finally, regarding the programmatic component mentioned by Kagan and Tarrant 
(2010), it is important to understand how the different levels of education work with 
other community stakeholders that would support children’s development and 
wellbeing.

The next sections of this chapter describe the Chilean educational system, the 
three transitions children experience in their early childhood years, and the efforts 
that the Chilean governments have made to ease these transitions.

�Organisation of the Chilean Education System

The Chilean education system is organised in four levels: early childhood education 
(for children 0–6 years old); primary education (grades 1–8); secondary education 
(grades 9–12); and higher education. Compulsory education lasts 13 years starting 
at age 5 (Ministerio de Educación, 2003).

Early childhood education is divided into six levels: nursery 1, nursery 2, middle 
grade 1, middle grade 2, transition level 1 and transition level 2. Nursery and middle 
grades are offered in early childhood centres while transition levels are offered in 
schools. Early childhood centres are either publicly or privately funded. Publicly 
funded programs are provided by two national agencies (National Board of 
Kindergarten–JUNJI and Fundación Integra) or by non-profit organisations. Over 
one third of children aged 0–3 years attend early childhood centres and, from those, 
70% participate in publicly funded programmes (Ministerio de Desarrollo 
Social, 2017).

Schools in Chile (transitions levels, primary, and secondary education) have 
three main types of providers: public, public subsidised (administered by private 
organisations), and private schools. Transition and primary levels have universal 
access and attendance rates are high: transition 1: 85%, transition 2: 91%, and pri-
mary levels: 100%. Most children (92%) attend publicly funded schools, 38% in 
schools administered by municipalities, and 53% in schools administered by the 
private sector (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social, 2017).

Given the structure of the educational system in Chile, children experience three 
important early transitions: from home to preschool; from preschool to transition 
level 1 and from transition level 2 to first grade of primary education. Although 
much attention is turned to the third transition – from transition level 2 to primary 
education – each one involves different challenges for children, their families, and 
institutions.
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�From Home to Preschool

In Chile around 70% of families with children under 3 years old prefer informal 
care instead of institutional early childhood education. The main reason is the lack 
of schedule flexibility offered by those programs (Educación 2020, 2019). Hence, 
during the first three years of life, infants and toddlers are usually raised in familiar 
environments having warm one-to-one interactions with the caregiver.

However, when young children enter the formal educational system, as opposed 
to informal arrangements described above, they start to experience drastic changes. 
The preschool setting is a new and huge space where individual interests and needs 
are met by adults who are responsible for five or more children, so one-to-one inter-
actions are less frequent. Moreover, children enrolled in public preschool must 
attend full time five days a week, so the possibilities to interact with their main 
caregivers are considerably reduced. Therefore, we recognise this transition as the 
most challenging for young children since they should move from the warmth of a 
home to an unknown environment; from one-to-one interactions with adults to an 
adult responsible for 5–7 children; and from a flexible schedule to a rigid one.

How young children experience this transition depends on a wide variety of fac-
tors such as their parents’ working conditions, the support network inside the fam-
ily’s community, and the characteristics of the ECE institution. Not all young 
children enrolled in ECE attend traditional programs. In order to expand ECE 
access, diversify the offerings, and strengthen the participation of families, the ser-
vice providers JUNJI and Fundación Integra offer alternative ECE programs 
(Peralta, 2018). These programs vary in terms of modality, community engagement, 
and schedule. Thus, depending on the nature of the program, some children attend 
with their caregivers once a week, others participate three days a week without their 
caregivers, some of them participate in ECE in a classroom while others in the main 
square of their neighbourhood, and so on. These latter types of programs are more 
common in rural and small communities.

�From Preschool to Transition Level 1

As a consequence of a governmental policy designed to increase ECE enrolment, 
the Ministry of Education incorporated transition level 1 and transition level 2 as 
educational levels at schools. Approximately 95.6% of children enrolled in transi-
tion level 1 attend ECE programs in public, private, or subsidized schools (Treviño 
et al., 2014). Consequently, children experience a second transition from preschool 
to transition level 1 at school, with children of similar age, entering a context with 
children across a wide variety of ages. We recognise three main dimensions impact-
ing children during this transition: the physical setting where they will be taught; 
family participation; and the way children learn.
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Usually, the school setting is huge in terms of construction, with standardised 
classrooms, new and strict rules for action and access, buildings with two or more 
floors, and a lot of older children and adults. Thus, children experience a transition 
from a cosy to an agitated environment; from a classroom with adaptable furniture 
and materials for free play, to one with textbooks, desks, and whiteboards; and from 
no clothing requirements to a mandatory uniform that might limit their play. Young 
children must know how to explore this new space to establish a safe attachment to 
it and be prepared to learn in a safe environment. Pilowsky (2016) discusses the 
concept of ‘spatial attachment’ which is understood as the emotional bond that con-
nects one individual to a physical environment. Children perceive and live in places 
according to whether or not they feel emotionally supported by them, so the schools 
should be, infrastructurally, prepared to include and support preschoolers during 
this transition.

A second aspect in this transition is how families are included in children’s learn-
ing process. Both public institutions JUNJI and Integra Foundation have an ‘open 
doors’ policy, in which caregivers have free access to the ECE building and the 
classroom anytime in the day. Families are included in children’s learning experi-
ences and invited to participate in important events and workshops. In this way, 
children have the opportunity to see how their family is engaged in this educational 
setting, which might increase their sense of security and appreciation in this new 
environment. However, once children enter transition level 1 at school, caregivers 
are not expected to enter the building (except the first day of class, parent confer-
ences, and shows) and their participation becomes utilitarian. Hence, children not 
only will be sharing less with their caregiver but also might perceive a wider separa-
tion between the family and the school.

The third dimension corresponds to the schoolification of transition years, trig-
gered by the inclusion of transition level 1 and transition level 2 in schools (Shuey 
et al., 2019). Instead of respecting the child-centred and play-based approach that is 
proper to this level, preschool is often conceived as a platform for fostering early 
literacy and numeracy skills that would allow children to succeed in primary levels, 
and prioritising stricter discipline and instructional methods to teach children. 
Consequently, socioemotional development and the wellbeing of young children are 
thought to have been undermined (Moss, 2012). Once children are immersed in this 
new system, free play is no longer conceived of as a source of development and 
learning; rather it is often restricted to recess periods outside the classroom. 
Although the preschool curriculum follows the same principles for children from 0 
to 6  years old, now this curriculum is implemented through textbooks from the 
Ministry of Education (Subsecretaría de Educación Parvularia, 2016).

Hence, during the transition from preschool to transition level 1, children and 
their families start to face different structural challenges. Children are often in a 
state of uncertainty, schoolification has been anticipated and they are expected not 
to behave as preschoolers anymore. Also, there are many restrictions in how they 
and their families can participate in their learning process.
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�From Transition Level 1 to First Grade

Unlike the other two transitions, once children are promoted to first grade of pri-
mary school, they keep attending the same school building. Nevertheless, this tran-
sition is also remarkable because of the ambivalence in how children are perceived 
by the school community. For some agents, they are seen as independent grown-up 
children with new responsibilities and duties; for others they are conceived as naive 
and helpless little children. This lack of agreement is reflected in a wide variety of 
elements such as the curriculum (explicit and implicit), the schedule, the physical 
environment, the assessment process, and educational transition strategies.

Throughout all ECE levels, children’s learning is based on one national curricu-
lum, but for primary education, every grade has its own curriculum. Throughout 
their early childhood years, children have participated in holistic activities with the 
same educator. However, at primary school the curriculum is divided into five sub-
jects and each one has a different teacher, textbook, and notebook. Hence, children 
are forced to separate their learning into different areas and get used to different 
teachers’ pedagogical strategies.

There are other aspects in the curriculum that change during this transition at an 
implicit level. Now children are considered ‘students’ and they cannot call educa-
tors ‘tías’ (aunties) but must refer to them as teachers – evidence of a shift from a 
horizontal to a vertical relationship between these two educational agents. Secondly, 
although the national curriculum specifies children should fully develop literacy 
skills at the end of second grade, depending on the institutional project, they might 
be expected to do it in first grade. Indeed, there still are some schools demanding 
children learn to read and write at the end of transition level 2 to be promoted to 
first grade.

Once again, the children’s schedule is modified. During the first transition, tod-
dlers attended full-day preschool, and then shifted to a half-day schedule in transi-
tion level 1. In first grade, they have to go back to a full-day schedule. Thus, they 
must adapt to new schedules at least three times during their first 6 years of life. This 
change might impact children’s executive functions (especially attention), the fam-
ily time at home, as well as arrangements for children’s commute from home to 
school and vice versa.

In terms of the physical setting in primary school, children are allowed to play in 
the ‘grown-up’ children’s playground during recess. This is a new and huge space 
shared with older students, where first graders are still seen as the new little chil-
dren. Unlike preschool playgrounds (often well-equipped), this new place usually is 
covered with cement and only equipped with some trees and benches. This might 
impact the movement of children, their sense of safety, and their possibilities to 
interact with others. Early childhood experts consider the environment as the third 
educator (along with the school and family). In this way, apparently the learning 
potential of the playground was only important during the early years but not for the 
upper educational grades.
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Assessment is another milestone of this transition. During the ECE years educa-
tors implemented different instruments to assess children’s learning and develop-
ment (pedagogical documentation, rubrics, scales of assessment, portfolios, etc.) 
but, starting at first grade, children’s learning is evaluated by tests and homework, 
resulting in grades. Thus, suddenly children start to receive a score (1–7 scale) that 
reflects how much teachers consider they have learned. This is often confusing for 
them since they, initially, do not know the meaning and the implication of a number 
applied to their learning. Children start to feel high levels of pressure to obtain good 
grades but also to obtain high scores in the national standardised test (SIMCE) they 
will take in fourth grade. Schools attach great importance to SIMCE since scores 
have accountability consequences. As a response, many teachers start to prepare 
children for this test in first grade, emphasising language and mathematics over the 
other subjects.

�Efforts to Ease Transitions

During the last two decades it is possible to identify strategies and policies pro-
moted by the Chilean government that have helped to ease at least one of children’s 
early childhood transitions. This section presents the different policies and discusses 
how they have contributed to promoting alignment and easing children’s transitions. 
The policies and other efforts are listed in Table 2.1.

�Women Labour Laws

Since 2011, maternity leave in Chile is paid, mandatory, and can last up to 24 weeks 
after the date of birth (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional de Chile (BCN), 2016). 
Once the mother is reinserted into her workplace, and if there are 20 or more hired 
women in that company, by law, her child can access ECE services paid by the 

Table 2.1  Efforts to ease transition

1st transition
Home–
preschool

2nd transition
Preschool–transition 
levels

3rd transition
Transition levels–first 
grade

Women labour laws x
Chile grows with you x x
National system of quality 
assurance

x x

Vice-ministry of early childhood 
education

x x

Educators/teachers ladder x x
Transition decree x
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employee until the child is 24 months of age (BCN, 2016). Both policies might 
impact the transition of children in different ways, including later entry to ECE 
programs – instead of enrolling infants after their third month of life, they may be 
enrolled in the sixth month of age – and the creation of ECE programs inside work-
places, which promotes breastfeeding and safe attachment between the main care-
giver and the child. Examples of these are the nursery programs in hospitals and 
universities.

Regardless of whether or not children under two years old are enrolled in an ECE 
program (traditional or alternative), their mothers have the labour right to take at 
least 1-h off the workday to breastfeed. In order to promote this practice, JUNJI and 
Integra Foundation have designated rooms exclusively for breastfeeding. The exis-
tence of those spaces might ease the transition from home to preschool assuring the 
continuity of breastfeeding, and offering mothers the opportunity to maintain emo-
tional links to the infant. All these three initiatives help children face their first 
transition (from home to preschool) in a smoother way.

�Chile Grows with You

Chile grows with you (Chile Crece Contigo) is an intersectoral policy that aims to 
provide families with integrated services starting in pregnancy and continuing dur-
ing their children’s early childhood years (Ministerio de planificación, 2009). It was 
first designed for children up to age five and only in 2017 was it extended for chil-
dren up to age nine. Chile grows with you, through its educational programme, has 
universalised access to books, music, and other learning materials for all children 
from the first four income quintiles, allowing parents to stimulate their children with 
age-appropriate materials. This policy has empowered families in their parenting 
role and has prepared them to stimulate their children in their development, bridging 
children’s first transition: the home-preschool transition. Parents are also provided 
with preschool information and encouraged to take their children to ECE. The role 
of the policy in helping children and families to transition from the transition levels 
to first grade is less clear.

�National System of Quality Assurance

The national system of quality assurance was formally created by law in 2011, and 
it has been implemented in stages: first primary levels, followed by secondary 
(Ministerio de Educación, 2011). Presently the ministry is designing the system for 
the early childhood level, which should be implemented in the next few years. 
Including the early childhood level in this system was a way of formally recognising 
its importance and the need to develop strategies to warrant its quality. Early child-
hood levels will be required, as all other educational levels, to have official 

A. Cortazar et al.



33

recognition by the Ministry of Education and therefore meet structural quality stan-
dards. Process quality standards for this educational level were recently developed, 
and assessment and orientation visits are in the process of being developed. This 
policy will ease transition, through regulations, between the different early child-
hood levels, as well as between ECE and primary education. As all ECE levels will 
need to meet the same standards, there will be increased homogeneity across chil-
dren’s learning experiences between settings. The same will be true between ECE 
and primary levels. All education levels will share common infrastructure and other 
structural quality requirements, providing children with a more continuous experi-
ence between educational institutions than what happens now, where there is great 
variability of the quality of ECE settings. Therefore, the national system of quality 
assurance helps to ease transitions two and three.

�Creation of the Vice-Ministry of Early Childhood Education

The vice-ministry is in charge of designing, coordinating, and managing public 
policies, plans, and educational programs for children ages 0–6 (Ministerio de 
Educación, 2015). The creation and implementation of the vice-ministry has helped 
unify policies for the different ECE levels. Before its creation there were no clear 
national guidelines. Preschool providers made their own policies and transition lev-
els depended on the school system. This new governance structure clearly contrib-
utes to providing children with a more homogeneous experience, in terms of 
structural conditions, during their early childhood years (second transition), through 
policies and programmes. The vice-ministry is also in charge of coordinating with 
schools and creating strategies to ease children’s transitions into first grade (third 
transition).

�Educators/Teachers Ladder

This law tries to generate one cohesive teacher and educator workforce by equating 
requirements, assessments, salaries, and training opportunities for all educators and 
teachers (Ministerio de Educación, 2016). Until this law the public system paid 
early childhood educators and primary school teachers differently, with early child-
hood educators earning less. Equating conditions and training opportunities will 
unite early childhood and teachers, facilitating alignment and continuity, therefore 
easing the third transition.

Also related to this law, until now schools have not recognised years of service 
of educators in early childhood centres and the same the other way around. This 
made mobility really difficult, generating two distinct groups of early childhood 
educators: the ones working in early childhood centres and the ones working in 
schools. This law allows educators to move from early childhood centres to schools 
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or vice versa without losing the years of services recognition. Having a unified early 
childhood workforce will provide children with a smoother second transition (from 
preschool to the transition years).

�Transitions Decree

This decree requires all schools to develop a transition plan for transition levels and 
first grade, with transition activities for teachers, children, and families (Ministerio 
de Educación, 2017). It recognises the role of play in children’s learning and pro-
motes the inclusion of play in the transition levels as well as in the first grades of 
primary education. This decree stipulated that the transition plan should be a partici-
patory process involving all different community members. Plans should: be perti-
nent to children’s contexts; flexible to children’s needs and requirements; and have 
strategies to be implemented in different stages of the school year. The articulation 
between the transition levels and primary levels is critical for the success of the 
transition plan. School transition plans should help ease children third transition 
(between transition levels and first grade).

�Discussion

There are multiple factors that are determinants in the continuity or discontinuity 
children experience in the educational system (OECD, 2017). These include how 
the system is organised, the different levels, and whether the levels share the same 
governance structure. How early childhood educators and teachers are trained is 
also critical, as is program and curricular alignment. Continuity in content and ped-
agogical practices is of great relevance when considering children’s experiences in 
transitioning from one level to the next. Finally, there are all the structural charac-
teristics of programs that can be more or less aligned, including infrastructure, adult 
child ratio, and teacher qualifications.

Chile has advanced in many of these factors. For example, all early childhood 
levels share the same governance structure, and both early childhood and primary 
levels depend on the same ministry: the Ministry of Education. Although early 
childhood educators and teachers have different training program requirements, the 
requirements for early childhood levels are increasing to meet those of schools. In 
the coming years, to lead a classroom for any education level in Chile will require a 
four-year university degree. Also, in the next few years educators and teachers will 
all be paid the same per hour and will share the same career ladder. This will facili-
tate educators’ movement between levels as well as facilitate continuity of chil-
dren’s learning experiences.

Regarding content and pedagogical alignment, Chile has advanced in developing 
standards for both educational levels. Standards are developed with the same logic 
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while keeping the particularities of each level. The transition decree states the need 
for schools to develop transition plans which align children’s experiences between 
the transition and the primary levels.

Transitioning from home to preschool can be considered the most challenging 
transition for most caregivers and young children since it leads to drastic changes in 
one of the essential dimensions of development and learning: interactions. From 
one moment to the next, children must follow a new and rigid schedule through 
attending an ECE program, spending less time at home with their caregivers, and 
staying for around 8 h per day in a classroom where warm one-to-one interactions 
with educators are less frequent because of the adult-child ratio.

In order to foster appropriate childhood development and learning, this process 
should be accompanied by a transition programme which may include an orienta-
tion time to help caregivers and children to know and become familiar with the 
school environment (Dockett & Perry, 2001); provide schedule and attendance flex-
ibility so children can adapt properly to the ECE system (Educación 2020, 2019); 
promote high-quality interactions between adults and children; and involve family 
more significantly in children’s learning processes. Otherwise, infants and toddlers 
will keep being the most affected by this significant transition from home to 
preschool.

Chile Crece Contigo has taken an active role in supporting caregivers in their 
parenting, providing information about child development and learning, creating a 
supportive community, and facilitating access to early childhood programs. 
Nonetheless, there is a lack of articulation between education and the other areas 
involved (health system, social services) that could be related to the constant debate 
between the role of ECE: care vs. education (Adlerstein, 2012). This dilemma is 
reflected in the deficiency of this programme involvement in the educational sphere 
during transitions 2 and 3. This programme involvement in transitions has been 
mainly related to the first one, including some guidelines and recommendations to 
caregivers to support children during this process. For the following transitions it is 
important to orient families in their decisions about choosing a school through to the 
inclusion of essential aspects to be considered and to offer guidelines about how to 
make transitions gradual, rather than abrupt. Those strategies must be focused on 
fostering children’s development and learning; adaptable to every sociocultural con-
text; and strengthen the family and school alliance.

An important tension regarding transitions in the early years has been the one 
between the promotion of school readiness against a focus on preparing school for 
children. The former is linked to the notion of schoolification, which has been criti-
cised in the literature. The latter appears to be a better way to ensure smoother 
transition experiences for children and involves putting the child development needs 
at the centre of the purposes and practice not only of early years education but also 
of primary school (Rebello Brito & Limlingan, 2012).

However, looking at this tension from an ecological understanding of transitions 
sheds light on the complexities involved. Indeed, considering a structural approach 
to transitions, it is important to include the multiple variables that must work to 
articulate and ease transition experiences for children. There is no fit-for-all answer 
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regarding this multidimensional process, and research has shown how different 
countries have approached transitions within a spectrum of curricula alignment and 
with considerations to the broader policy context (Shuey et al., 2019).

Promoting quality and articulated transitions requires putting the children’s 
developmental needs at the centre of the educational policies. This involves recon-
ceptualising educational purposes at all levels of education with a focus on chil-
dren’s lived experiences, which importantly include considering children’s families 
and communities.

�Conclusion

This chapter has analysed the three transitions Chilean children experience during 
their early childhood years. Seeking to understand children’s perspectives on these 
experiences, we have problematised the conditions of these three transitions looking 
at the policies, regulations, and programme characteristics of the different educa-
tional levels as well as the efforts made by Chilean governments to ease the transi-
tions between them.

Fostering good transition experiences requires adopting an ecological under-
standing of transitions and the complexity these processes entail with the purpose of 
accompanying children in these multidimensional processes. The progress Chile 
has made regarding children’s transitions reveals an important disarticulation of the 
different components involved in the processes and the lack of a comprehensive 
understanding of the early childhood education system, highlighting the segmented 
understanding of the purposes of the education system, particularly at the early 
childhood education level, in which different programmes target different areas of 
children’s development with little to no coordination.

The Chilean educational system has made some major advances in recent years, 
offering a more developmentally appropriate education through the implementation 
of policies and new strategies at different levels (government, schools, teaching 
practices). However, those changes are not equitable for all ages: they are mostly 
addressed to those children who attend transition level 2 in a school while younger 
children have been left behind. Any change intended to ease transitions should fol-
low the rule of thumb of redirecting all efforts towards all children’s wellbeing.
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Chapter 3
Background on Continuities 
and Discontinuities in the Transition 
from Early Childhood Education 
to Primary: The Chilean Case

Marigen Narea , Felipe Godoy, and Ernesto Treviño 

Abstract  This chapter analyses how early childhood and primary education are 
articulated to facilitate children’s transition in Chile in terms of institutional arrange-
ments, curricular differentiation, and pedagogical interactions of both levels. It con-
siders to what extent this articulation fosters either a smooth and child-respectful 
transition or a greater schoolification of the early childhood education (ECE) sys-
tem. There have been advances in favour of having a smoother transition. The 
2 years of kindergarten (for children aged 5 and 6) were included in primary schools, 
with the aim of easing the transition. Undoubtedly, the transition can be done more 
organically, but this has also led to greater schoolification. Regarding the curricu-
lum, there are essential differences between the two levels. Notably, while personal, 
social, and emotional development is highly foregrounded within the early child-
hood level, it is not in the primary school curriculum. Also, there are schoolification 
problems within the early years of the primary school level. The accountability 
pressures for this level could also jeopardise early childhood level objectives. 
Finally, in terms of pedagogical practices, ECE is focused on children’s socioemo-
tional development while this focus is gradually being lost as children are promoted 
through the school levels. We propose making the school ready for children, advo-
cating for bringing into the primary school some features of the early childhood 
level’s pedagogical practice, so that it is more flexible and focused on children’s 
wellbeing.
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�Introduction

As a result of a massive expansion of early childhood education (ECE) coverage 
worldwide, children’s transitions towards primary education have become an 
increasingly important area of research interest (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018; 
Moss, 2008; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
2017b). On the one hand, researchers have advocated implementing smoother tran-
sitions to facilitate children’s adaptation to the school (Bingham & Whitebread, 
2018; OECD, 2017b). On the other hand, scholars have claimed that facilitation of 
this transition may occur at the expense of schoolification of early childhood 
(Bingham & Whitebread, 2018; Bradbury, 2019; Brooks & Murray, 2018; Ring & 
O’Sullivan, 2018). When children enter school, they tend to face a whole new con-
text where they experience a considerable change in adult-child ratios; an early 
introduction of a highly structured curriculum; an accountability agenda based in 
test regimes; teaching processes based on learning standards; and, generally, a fast 
transition towards teacher-centred pedagogical models (Bingham & Whitebread, 
2018). All these features tend to be absent from, or not central to, ECE.

Chile is among the OECD countries with the largest increase in ECE coverage 
over the last 15 years (OECD, 2019). This rise has been accompanied by a series of 
reforms focused on enhancing institutional arrangements, structural quality indica-
tors, and quality of teaching and pedagogical interactions in ECE, all of these 
through the design and adjustment of curricular and teaching practice guideline 
instruments (Subsecretaría de Educación Parvularia, 2018b). These features of the 
ECE system both concur and contrast with the school system arrangements, which 
have more established traditions of reforms, formalisation, standardisation, and 
high stakes accountability. Considering this massive access to ECE and the over-
standardisation of the school system, there is growing concern among Chilean poli-
cymakers (Ministerio de Educación, 2017) and researchers about children’s 
transition between ECE and the primary school system, beginning in Chile with two 
years of kindergarten (Jadue-Roa & Whitebread, 2012; Rupin et al., 2018).

This chapter provides an analytical overview of the degree to which the Chilean 
educational system facilitates children’s educational transition from ECE to pri-
mary school. In particular, we examine the available information and research about 
institutional arrangements, curricular differentiation, and pedagogical interactions 
at both levels, analysing to what extent this articulation fosters either a child-
respectful transition or a greater schoolification of the ECE system. The first section 
of the chapter briefly describes the recent literature on transitions and the schoolifi-
cation risk of ECE. The following three sections describe and compare the early 
childhood and the primary education systems regarding their main institutional 
arrangements, curricular assemblages, and the available empirical evidence about 
pedagogical practices. To conclude, the fifth part sheds light on some critical points 
that public policy must consider for future reforms to respect children’s learning 
processes during their transition from ECE to the school system.
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�Early Educational Transitions in Contexts of School 
Standardisation and Accountability: Understanding the Risks 
of Schoolification

Several studies have stressed how important it is that policymakers and educational 
centres design strategies for a smooth and children-centred transition process 
between ECE and the school system (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018; Cook & Coley, 
2017; Fabian & Dunlop, 2007; Jadue-Roa & Whitebread, 2012; Lazzari et al., 2020; 
Moss, 2008; OECD, 2017b). According to the OECD in its last Starting Strong 
report (2017b), this transition is one of the first significant changes children experi-
ence during their lives. It is a critical period whose success would facilitate the 
children’s ability to develop their capacities and to face future transitions with 
confidence.

In practice, several changes take place during this transition from one educa-
tional level to another. Children might experience changes regarding the profes-
sional profile of teachers, the probability of direct contact with teachers, the 
instructional and emotional priorities of these interactions, the number of class-
mates, the type of activities in which they participate, and the physical environments 
within classrooms and educational centres, among other aspects (OECD, 2017b). 
These changes imply a shift in children’s identity, becoming ‘pupils’ who must 
learn new social rules and values, and understand that there are new demands when 
participating in a more formal institution (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018).

Various scholars agree that a closer relation between ECE and primary school 
may favour children’s easier transition. However, this could be at the expense of 
increasing schoolification of ECE (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018; Bradbury, 2019; 
Brooks & Murray, 2018; Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018). Schoolification is a process in 
which the ECE level is required to adopt school features, such as a more prescriptive 
curriculum, a focus on ‘core subjects’ related to cognitive development, often to the 
detriment of social, emotional, or artistic skills; and more didactic and instructional 
approaches to teaching to prepare children to succeed in school (Bingham & 
Whitebread, 2018; Brooks & Murray, 2018; Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018).

As Bingham and Whitebread (2018, p. 368) have noted, “there is no serious evi-
dence to support the ‘earlier is better’ position and a very significant body of evi-
dence to support the alternative view that a later start at school might be advantageous 
in the long run”. However, the trend towards ECE’s schoolification has gained rel-
evance for two reasons. First, Bingham and Whitebread (2018) have suggested that 
given scientific findings showing the importance of children’s exposure to early 
learning experiences, it seems counterintuitive to delay the introduction of learning 
standards and curricula which grant an active role to teachers in children’s learning 
processes. Second, Moss (2008) has noted that this schoolification risk can be 
understood when the school system has been historically identified as a cornerstone 
of the formation and cohesion of nation-states. Hence, it is natural that when there 
are measures to establish a relationship between ECE and primary education, it is 
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the former which is permeated by the culture of the latter, probably because of the 
more recent consolidation of ECE as an educational level.

In this context, Moss (2008) suggests that this educational transition may take 
different paths depending on the relationship between ECE and the primary school 
levels. A first path is what he calls Preparing the child for school, where the primary 
school level is the evident dominant agent. Therefore, the ECE level’s main objec-
tive is to pursue children’s preparation for a competent performance during the 
school years. A second option is the Standoff mode of relationship, which assumes 
that the cultures of both levels are significantly different and, consequently, the 
interaction “may be marked by suspicion and some degree of antagonism” (Moss, 
2008, p. 227). This fractured relationship may be sharper in contexts where ECE has 
a robust pedagogical tradition. A third path is called Making the school ready for 
children, which is the opposite of the school readiness paradigm seen in the 
Preparing the child for school. Being more critical of the traditional school, this 
stance advocates bringing into primary schools some early childhood-level peda-
gogical practice features, which are more flexible, and child-focused than tradi-
tional school practices. Finally, the fourth relationship mode defined by Moss is the 
Vision of a meeting place path which recognises the very different pedagogical tra-
ditions and cultures of both levels, advocating for an “appreciation of difference and 
a collaborative search for new and shared understandings, values and practices” 
(Moss, 2008, p. 229).

In the following sections, we analyse the Chilean educational system elements 
that facilitate or hinder transitions. We describe continuities and discontinuities in 
the transition from early childhood education to primary education system into 
three dimensions: institutional arrangements, curricular assemblages, and pedagog-
ical practices. In each of these dimensions, we suggest to which of the four Moss 
modes of relationship the articulation responds.

�Continuities and Discontinuities in the Institutional 
Arrangements: Policies and Regulations

Chile has been making systematic efforts in the last 30 years to improve access and 
quality of ECE.  Public investment in ECE is above the OECD average, making 
Chile the second OECD country with higher rates of increase in coverage between 
2005 and 2015 for children aged 4 (OECD, 2017a), reaching in 2019 an enrolment 
rate of 80% for children from age 3 to 5 (OECD, 2021). This has increased the 
number of children transitioning from ECE to primary school. Today there are more 
children than ever in ECE who will require smooth transitions to primary school 
that take their wellbeing into account. It is important to understand the institutional 
arrangements for these transitions, in the light of these developments.
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�Institutions

Efforts have been made to harmonise the institutional framework of ECE with that 
of the school system. A new ECE institutional structure has accompanied the efforts 
to extend coverage. In 2015, the Undersecretariat of Early Childhood Education 
was created, a specialised agency for early childhood education. It aims to design, 
coordinate, and manage education policies for children aged 0–6 years (Biblioteca 
del Congreso Nacional, 2016). This was an essential step since there had been no 
entity in charge of Early Childhood Education within the Ministry of Education. 
Today the Ministry of Education has three undersecretaries, the Undersecretariat of 
Early Childhood Education, the recently created Undersecretariat of Higher 
Education, and the Undersecretariat of Education. The Division of General 
Education, part of the Undersecretariat of Education, is in charge of the pri-
mary level.

As well, the Agency for Quality Education assesses compliance with quality 
standards established by the Quality Assurance System for ECE (Subsecretaría de 
Educación Parvularia, 2018a). The ECE evaluation and monitoring system is cur-
rently being designed and piloted. It will mark a significant advance in alignment 
between the ECE quality standards with the rest of the educational system quality 
standards. Finally, together with the above, the Early Childhood Education 
Intendency has been created, aiming to guide the Education Superintendent in its 
role overseeing compliance with the normative frameworks that regulate early 
childhood education (Ministerio de Educación, 2015).

�Providers

The Chilean ECE system has different education providers. Children aged 0–4 years 
may attend any of four types of providers: (a) National Board of Kindergartens 
(JUNJI in Spanish), which is the leading public provider; (b) Fundación Integra, a 
private foundation within the government depending on the President’s Office, 
which offers ECE to low SES children; (c) Vía Transferencia de Fondos (VTF) cen-
tres, which are publicly funded via voucher by JUNJI or Integra and privately man-
aged. Private centres are also part of the supply.

Most children aged 4–6 years attend prekindergarten and kindergarten in pri-
mary schools as part of the national system. The educational system includes three 
types of providers, both in prekinder and kindergarten and primary school. There 
are public schools, private-subsidised schools, and private schools financed directly 
by the families.

It is important to note that, until 2015, there were no clear regulations for provid-
ers of centres serving children from 0 to 4. From 2015, the Ministry of Education 
set regulations for opening and operating an education centre offering ECE for these 
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students. The requirements for ECE centres have been equated, to some extent, to 
the regulations for running a school.

All the structural changes in the institutional framework and regulation of ECE 
have been in equating early childhood education with the general educational sys-
tem. This became urgent because of the significant step from early childhood educa-
tion to the school education system which occurs at the transition levels when 
4-year-old children move towards prekindergarten, which is offered in primary 
schools.

�Staff

ECE pedagogical teams in Chile must be composed of ECE teachers – with a higher 
education degree – and classroom assistants with non-professional technical quali-
fications or upper secondary education. Prekindergarten must have at least one 
teacher and one assistant per 35 children. In contrast, in kindergarten, there is one 
teacher and one assistant per 45 children in the classroom, the same as in the pri-
mary level.

The recently approved Teacher Professional Development System (Teachers 
Career Law) seeks to attract better candidates to teaching programs than was previ-
ously the case (Ministerio de Educación, 2016). This system aims to improve pre-
service training and establish a strategy to enhance salaries, along with encouraging 
better performance and fostering professional development. To date, while teachers 
trained in undergraduate university programs of at least eight semesters receive 
average monthly wages of USD 970, early childhood teachers’ average monthly 
salaries are USD 670 (Mi Futuro, 2019). With the Teacher Professional Development 
System, this amount will be increased by 30% under the new law. While this increase 
is welcome, it will take some time as, from 2020 until 2025, only 20% of early 
childhood education teachers per year, will be able to make application to join the 
Teacher Professional Development System.

In this context of institutional arrangements, the educational transition path for 
the relationship between ECE and primary school levels is more Preparing the child 
for school (Moss, 2008) than any other. ECE’s institutional structure and teacher 
regulations seek to have the same organisation as the school education level, where 
the school level is the evident dominant agent.
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�The Curricular Assemblages of the Early Childhood 
and Primary School Levels

This section describes and compares the curricular assemblages of the ECE and 
primary school level to understand how these tools offer continuity for teaching 
practice and children’s educational experience between kindergarten and grade 1. 
For each level, we describe their curricular framework structure, the instruments 
that compose their curricular assemblage, the importance given to pedagogy, the 
characteristics of the learning objectives, and the relative emphasis given to the 
personal, social, and emotional development components.

�The Curricular Structure

The early childhood education curricular framework and its learning objectives are 
organised within eight curricular cores, which are also structured into three learning 
experiences areas (Subsecretaría de Educación Parvularia, 2018a): (1) Integral com-
munication; (2) Environment understanding and interaction; and (3) Personal and 
social development. Also, this curricular framework structures the educational tra-
jectory of children into three levels: Nursery (0–2 years old children); middle level 
(2–4 years old); and transition level (4–6 years old). The transition level includes 
prekindergarten and kindergarten as the two years immediately prior to pri-
mary school.

The primary education curricular framework systematises the learning objectives 
for children from 6 to 11 years old (Ministerio de Educación, 2012). Its learning 
objectives are organised into 28 learning axes, which are structured into nine sub-
jects: (1) Visual Arts; (2) Natural sciences; (3) Physical Education and Health; (4) 
History, geography, and social sciences; (5) Technology; (6) Mathematics; (7) 
Language and communication; (8) Music; and (9) Orientation. Also, this curricu-
lum contains a set of cross-curricular learning objectives, which will be discussed 
later. Finally, it organises the educational trajectory into six Grades, from Grade 
1 – for six-year-old children-, to Grade 6 – for 11-year-olds.

�The Curricular Assemblage

The curricular assemblage for kindergarten level comprises two elements: the cur-
ricular framework; and the pedagogical programs. The curricular framework sets 
the expected learning objectives for all children during their early educational tra-
jectory. The pedagogical programs offer pedagogical teams work guidelines, sug-
gesting educational trajectories, breaking down the learning objectives into 
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achievement indicators, and suggesting pedagogical activities (Ministerio de 
Educación, 2019).

At the primary school level, along with the curricular framework and the peda-
gogical programs, the curricular assemblage includes pedagogical plans (Ministerio 
de Educación, 2012). The curricular framework indicates the expected learning 
objectives for all children during their educational trajectory, similar to the early 
childhood level. The pedagogical programs provide a chronological and sequenced 
organisation of learning objectives, an estimation of the required school time, 
achievement indicators, and suggested pedagogical activities. Finally, the pedagogi-
cal plans organise the school time, defining minimum times for each subject to 
enable organisation within the pedagogical programs.

�The Importance of Pedagogy

It is possible to note differences between ECE and primary education curricular 
assemblages relating to their pedagogical aspects. Notably, while in the ECE cur-
riculum the pedagogical approaches and principles are explained in detail, in the 
case of primary education they are barely mentioned. In the ECE curriculum, a 
socio-constructivist approach is taken, putting the educator in the foreground as a 
“mediator of significant learnings through particularly relevant experiences in 
which each child plays, makes decisions, participates, identify themselves, con-
structs, gets involved, dialogues, works with others, explores his/her world, trusts, 
perceives and moves, self-regulates, knows him/herself, gives meaning, opines, 
expresses his/her feelings, amazes him/herself, develops his/her talents, organizes 
him/herself, enjoys, makes questions, listens and seeks answers” (Subsecretaría de 
Educación Parvularia, 2018a, p. 28).

Furthermore, the ECE curriculum explicitly includes certain pedagogical prin-
ciples connected with the pedagogical identity of this level. These principles are: (1) 
wellbeing; (2) unity; (3) singularity; (4) activity; (5) play; (6) relation; (7) meaning; 
and (8) empowerment (Subsecretaría de Educación Parvularia, 2018a). Finally, in 
the ECE curricular framework, some specific pedagogical guidelines are offered 
within each of the cores of the curricular organisation. Conversely, in the pedagogi-
cal programs for primary education, only some examples of teaching practices are 
provided, but none of the other pedagogical features of the ECE level are described.

�The Learning Objectives

The lack of pedagogical specifications within the primary school curriculum is 
compensated by a detailed emphasis on the learning objectives. In this regard, the 
pedagogical programs meticulously describe the learning goals of each subject, 
breaking them down into very specific indicators. It is relevant to highlight two 

M. Narea et al.



49

features of these objectives. Firstly, the curricular framework explicitly links the 
objectives with the needs of standardisation and measurement required by the new 
Educational Quality Assurance System, which: “establishes that is necessary to 
define learning standards which allow ranking the educational centres according to 
the students’ learning attainments and to the degree of compliance with these stan-
dards, referred to the general objectives indicated in the law and the curricular 
framework” (Ministerio de Educación, 2012, p. 12).

Secondly, some learning objectives are more important than others within the 
curriculum. As it is explicitly stated, this curricular framework “strongly empha-
sizes the development of students’ written and spoken language abilities, and math-
ematical reasoning” (Ministerio de Educación, 2012, p.  5). Language and 
mathematics are the only subjects prescribed several compulsory hours per week 
(six and five, respectively).

Likewise, the learning objectives of the early childhood curricular framework are 
well detailed and broken into highly specific indicators in the pedagogical program 
document. However, in this case, the objectives are not explicitly linked to assess-
ment or monitoring instruments, and all the curricular areas and cores are equally 
important. Thus, language and mathematics are not prescribed as more critical areas 
of knowledge than others.

�Personal, Social, and Emotional Development

An important feature to analyse how ECE and primary level curricular assemblages 
are articulated is the priority given to personal, social, and emotional development. 
The ECE curriculum confers a prominent role on these types of learning. The social 
and personal development area is one of the three central learning experiences of the 
framework. This area is composed of the following curricular cores: (1) autonomy 
and identity; (2) citizenship and coexistence; and (3) movement and corporality 
(Subsecretaría de Educación Parvularia, 2018a). It is important to note that while 
this curricular area is set across the other areas, it has equal importance within the 
document, it has a chronological progression, and its objectives are included in the 
pedagogical program.

In the case of the primary level, the cross-curricular learning objectives, which 
include dimensions such as: (1) physical; (2) moral; (3) spiritual; (4) affective; (5) 
sociocultural; (6) cognitive; (7) proactivity and work; and (8) ICTs, are goals of a 
different nature than the ‘regular’ learning objectives. While these learning aims are 
transversally disposed as in ECE, they do not have the same priority compared to 
the learning objectives located into subjects, as revealed by their exclusion from the 
pedagogical programs and the lack of curricular progressions. However, the primary 
curriculum contains an orientation subject, which aims to contribute to the students’ 
integral education, promoting their personal, affective, and social development. 
This subject does not share the same level of importance in the curriculum as other 
subjects.
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�Pedagogical Practices in ECEC Versus Primary Education

Using Moss’ (2008) proposal as an umbrella, it is possible to state that ECE and 
primary education practices seem mainly aimed at preparing children but with some 
features from other types of relationships in the transition. The following analysis 
starts from the assumption that teacher-student interactions in the classroom entail 
emotional support, classroom organisation, and instructional support, following the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) (Pianta et al., 2008). In this way, 
teaching practices in educational centres serving children aged 0–4 years seem to be 
more attentive to supporting children’s integral development, as suggested by the 
curricular framework. For example, an assessment conducted in a northern region 
of Chile showed that these classrooms had medium to high levels of emotional sup-
port and a high level of classroom organisation, although the average for instruc-
tional support was low. Nearly 30% of teachers in these centres reached medium to 
medium-high instructional support (Treviño et al., 2020). Conversely, classrooms 
serving children aged 5 and 6, which offer preschool grades within the school sys-
tem, are characterised by high levels of emotional support and classroom organisa-
tion, as well as low levels of pedagogical support (Treviño et al., 2018a). In general, 
this evidence suggests that educational centres that offer only ECE show a higher 
quality of interactions, perhaps in part, due to their focus on children’s development 
instead of focusing on the curriculum coverage and teacher-centred approaches 
present in schools (Treviño et al., 2019).

The evidence shows that teacher-student interactions in primary schools are 
more teacher-centred, with medium levels of emotional support, high classroom 
organisation levels, and very low instructional support levels. Furthermore, class-
room interactions show emotional neutrality in interactions in primary schools 
(Treviño et  al., 2019). This emotional distance seems to be mediated through a 
change of approach from focusing on the children in ECE to concentrating on con-
tent in primary education. As well as this evidence from observational studies of 
classrooms, parallel analyses of both teacher-student interactions and drawing rep-
resentations of the classrooms produced by children show that students portray their 
classrooms as places to be quiet, listening, and taking notes from the teacher who is 
seen as the main actor in the class (Godoy et al., 2016; Treviño et al., 2016). It is 
important to note that at least part of this transition may be due to the high-stakes 
accountability system and the school system’s market organisation in Chile, which 
exerts enormous pressures on schools to achieve in a national standardised test for 
students. In the case of failing to meet the standards, schools may be closed, and 
students sent to other schools (Treviño et al., 2018a, b). ECE, on the contrary, is not 
subject to high stakes accountability, although the Vía Transferencia de Fondos 
(VTF) ECE centres are funded via vouchers based on attendance, as is the case with 
the school system.

In terms of teacher-student interactions in the classroom, the scant evidence pro-
duced in Chile suggests inequalities in the attention teachers provide to girls and 
boys both in ECE and primary education. For example, in ECE, teachers give boys 
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more opportunities and engagement than girls (Cortázar et al., 2016). Meanwhile, 
in the school system, teachers systematically interact more frequently with male 
than female students. Only female students who are at the top of achievement within 
the classroom receive the average number of interactions of males (Ortega 
et al., 2021).

In sum, in the transition from ECE to the school system, children experience a 
change in classroom interactions, which move away from focusing on the children 
to focus on content coverage.

�Conclusions

This chapter analysed institutional arrangements, curricular differentiation, and 
pedagogical interactions of both ECE and primary levels of education, exploring the 
extent to which this articulation fosters either a smooth and child-respectful transi-
tion or a greater schoolification of the ECE system in Chile.

Regarding the institutional arrangements, in the last five years, an attempt has 
been made to equate the new ECE institutions and regulations to the school sys-
tem’s institutional arrangements. Now, ECE seeks to have the similar institutions as 
school education levels, such as the Undersecretariat of Early Childhood Education, 
Early Childhood Education Superintendency, and the Agency for Quality Education. 
The structural changes in the institutional framework and regulation of ECE have 
been in the direction of equating the institutional framework of early childhood 
education with that of the primary educational system.

About curriculum, our analysis shows some similarities and differences between 
ECE and primary school level curricular assemblages. On the one hand, it is 
observed that both curricular structures contain very specific learning objectives, 
both are broken into indicators by pedagogical programs, and a chronological pro-
gression is set for most of their objectives. An essential feature of the ECE peda-
gogical programs is the specification within each curricular core of how they can be 
linked with learning aims at the primary school level.

However, some relevant differences can be explicitly identified between the two 
curricula. Notably, while personal, social, and emotional development is fore-
grounded within ECE, this is not the case in the primary school curriculum. This 
type of learning tends to be postponed, giving way to the subjects valued by the 
Quality Assurance System, with a strong focus on language and mathematics. This 
is not surprising at all, considering all the scholarship that has warned about the 
schoolification of the early years due to the educational standardisation and account-
ability processes that are taking place globally (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018; 
Bradbury, 2019; Brooks & Murray, 2018; Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018). Additionally, 
these results shed light on less explicit risks. While the comparison of both curricula 
allowed the sharp identification of the schoolification problems within the early 
years of primary school level, it also warns us about how the accountability pres-
sures towards this level could also jeopardise ECE objectives and identity. As Moss 
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(2008) explains, due to the compulsory school level’s dominant position in the rela-
tionship between early childhood and primary school, it is possible that the explicit 
pressures on grade 1 might implicitly trespass to kindergarten.

Finally, in terms of pedagogical practices, it has been shown that early childhood 
education is focused on children’s socioemotional development, but this focus is 
gradually lost as the school levels are promoted. This could be related to the discus-
sion of the curricula, where social-emotional development loses priority when mov-
ing from the ECE to the primary school.

The transition between ECE and the school system may take different forms 
according to contextual, historical, and regulatory features (Moss, 2008). The litera-
ture has proposed four types of relationships in this transition: (a) preparing for 
school; (b) standoff in opposition to primary education; (c) making school ready for 
children; and (d) making transition a meeting place (Moss, 2008). In light of these 
findings, we suggest that while some of the components of the Chilean early child-
hood and primary school systems tend to standoff in opposition to each other, others 
show a trend towards progressive schoolification.

On the one hand, for instance, we observe that the ECE system has resisted the 
schoolification trend, preserving some pedagogical principles, maintaining an inte-
gral approach in terms of its contents, and promoting high levels of emotional sup-
port in its classrooms. On the other hand, some ECE aspects have tended to emulate 
and adapt pre-existing primary school system features, such as developing specific 
indicators –which can be easily translated into standardised evaluation tools, adopt-
ing similar institutional arrangements committed to evaluate practices and child 
outcomes, and overseeing the compliance of minimum requirements. Hence, despite 
the schoolification risk, the Chilean ECE system also has demonstrated its capacity 
of preserving some of its pedagogical principles, including a child-centred and inte-
gral pedagogy. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge the contributions of 
some primary school system features which the ECE system has emulated, such as 
the case of institutional arrangements aimed at designing pertinent policies, moni-
toring the system and regulating compliance with minimum functioning require-
ments. Conversely, it seems desirable that the primary school system starts adopting 
some ECE features, upgrading the teaching strategies that take place in the primary 
education, generating conditions in the system to develop a child-centred pedagogy 
and including socioemotional support practices.

Both ECE and primary education promote children’s overall development for 
life, understanding children as future citizens who require support for socialisation 
in complex contemporary societal and scientific environments. Suppose an educa-
tion system aims at preparing future generations for life. In that case, it seems that 
primary education in Chile needs to learn more from ECE to generate classroom 
interactions that promote students’ overall development as persons and future citi-
zens. Moving from teacher-centred to student-centred pedagogies and designing 
learning activities would allow students to explore, advance their hypotheses even 
in play situations, contrast with evidence, learn from that contrast, and re-start the 
cycle of learning. Such an approach, more generally found in ECE, is rare in 
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primary education because the analysis of practices that transmit content is deemed 
more effective in terms of time use and learning for students.

Deep understanding of what happens in classrooms with a high pedagogical 
quality level may be an opportunity to provide valuable information on how priori-
tising the social-emotional support of children can, in turn, give pedagogical quality 
support. This may provide an opportunity to consider the social-emotional develop-
ment of students in primary school, an aspect of their development which has been 
sent to the background. We know that students’ wellbeing is the basis for their learn-
ing and helps them become citizens who seek the common good. Perhaps it is nec-
essary to learn from early childhood education, as Moss (2008) says, Making the 
school ready for children. In other words, perhaps we should be advocating for 
bringing into the primary school some features of the early childhood level peda-
gogical practice, making it more flexible and focused on children’s wellbeing.

The research for this article was funded by ANID-PIA-CIE160007 and the 
National Agency for Research and Development (ANID)/Scholarship program/
DOCTORADO BECAS CHILE 2019 -72200084.
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Chapter 4
Lessons Learnt on the Transition 
from Preschool to Primary School 
in Mexico
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Anisai Ledesma-Rodea, and Marla Andrea Rangel-Cantero

Abstract  This chapter showcases some of the pioneering studies conducted in 
Mexico that explored how transition from preschool to primary school is experi-
enced by different stakeholders within the socio-political context of Mexican educa-
tion. Overall, the Mexican education system seems to offer limited continuity 
between the preschool/kindergarten and the primary school with important implica-
tions for children’s personal development and school transition. Longitudinal stud-
ies reveal that intervention programs informed by international research seem to 
support positively the development of children’s skills having a long-term effect. 
Cross-sectional intervention programs seem to help children develop interpersonal 
and academic skills that help them navigate this transition. Some parents, teachers, 
and headteachers seem to recognise the importance of this period of change; how-
ever, they do not seem to deploy effective strategies to support this change. 
Implications of Mexican educational policies during this transition are discussed.
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�Introduction

The first five years of life are critical to children’s development as they lay the foun-
dation for their subsequent personal and academic development which are built 
through experiences in the environments in which children participate. From a bio-
social perspective, these early experiences help establish important neural connec-
tions that foster language, reasoning, problem solving, social skills, behaviour, and 
emotional health (Mustard, 2007; Parisi et al., 2019). Therefore, early childhood 
education settings are particularly important in child development since they pro-
mote curiosity and exploration, and allow the development of cognitive, social, 
motor, and emotional skills. Early childhood education centres in Mexico aim to 
promote holistic child development without a particular focus on preparing children 
to enter primary school. Nevertheless, these centres offer important experiences that 
can help children start formal schooling (Smith & Glass, 2019); although, entering 
primary school does not come without challenges.

Moving from preschool to first grade of primary school has been internationally 
recognised as a challenging process for children’s academic and personal life 
(Fabian, 2013; Perry et al., 2014; Urbina-Garcia, 2019). There are multiple factors 
that shape the type of experience the child will have when entering primary school. 
These factors include their developmental stage and temperament, home and com-
munity experiences, having attended initial and/or preschool education, the social 
and cultural context that frames these contexts, and the rules or expectations that 
children’s social context set out for this transition. This process is experienced not 
only by children but also by their mothers, fathers and/or close relatives, impacting 
the lives of everyone involved (Jindal-Snape, 2016; Myers et al., 2008). Scholars 
have investigated a wide range of variables involved in the transition process which 
have led to the current knowledge and understanding of the topic around the world, 
although most of this body of research comes from developed countries. In Latin 
American countries such as Mexico, few empirical studies have focused on this 
transition process. While the Mexican government made preschool level mandatory 
for all children aged 3–6 as a requirement to enter primary school in 2004 
(McConnell-Farmer et al., 2012), the scarce number of Mexican studies (including 
Spanish and English language) has limited the development of effective educational 
policies and guidelines to support students’ school transition. This has implications 
since there is a culture in Mexico of not using the latest research to create public 
policies (Castillo-Alemán, 2012), with policies developed based on political inter-
ests (Alemán & Hiruma, 2013), which needs to be challenged through a robust 
research base.

This chapter showcases longitudinal and cross-sectional studies carried out in 
Mexican preschool centres and primary schools and offers a critical analysis of the 
socio-political context of Mexican education and educational policies which frame 
the preschool and first grade of primary school and the transition between these.
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�The Transition to School in Mexico: Educational System 
and Social Context in Mexico

The total population of Mexico is 127.6 million (Sistema Nacional de Información 
Estadística y Geográfica (INEGI), 2020) and predicted to reach 130 million by 2050 
(Álvarez-Mendiola, 2006). Throughout the country’s history, several government 
institutions have been created to meet the needs of one of the most populated coun-
tries of the world and address social issues including health and education. In 
Mexico, there are many subsystems which offer education and childcare services 
for children ranging from 45 days to 6 years old to support parents who work full 
time (McConnell-Farmer et al., 2012; Rivera & Guerra, 2005). These subsystems−
SEDESOL (Social Development Secretariat), DIF (National System for Integral 
Family Development), SEDENA (National Defence Secretariat), IMSS (Mexican 
Institute for Social Security), and ISSSTE (Social and Security Services Institute 
for Government Workers) operate under SEP’s (Secretaría de Educación Pública) 
regulations, but each institution also has its own internal regulations and guidelines 
for its educational services. Historically, the creation of these institutions and fur-
ther scope going from a ‘childminding’ to a more ‘educational’ approach was highly 
influenced in the 70–80s by the Head Start educational programs created in the US 
(Rivera & Guerra, 2005). Public primary school education on the other hand, is by 
law, regulated and provided by the government to all children aged 6–12 years. Both 
early childhood and school educational levels are public and subsidised by the gov-
ernment; hence, parents do not pay any fees. However, in the last three decades, the 
creation of private preschool centres and primary schools (where parents must pay 
a fee) has skyrocketed in Mexico due to the alleged low quality of education pro-
vided by the public system (Cázares, 2015). The basic education provision in 
Mexico lasts 12  years. The preschool level includes three years of instruction 
(3–5 years old). Primary education (6–12 years old) comprises six years of compul-
sory instruction which allows access to secondary school (12–15 years old), that 
lasts three years (Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP), 2012).

�How Transitions Operate Within the Mexican System: A Web 
of Discontinuities?

While preschool education has been mandatory in Mexico since 2004, there are data 
revealing that not all children attend preschool (Pérez-Martínez et al., 2010). There 
are children who attend nursery prior to starting preschool and other children who 
transition to preschool coming straight from home. In Mexico there are urban and 
rural schools as well as private and public schools. A careful analysis of the conti-
nuities and discontinuities in the current curricula reveals an emphasis on using a 
play-based learning approach (Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP), 2017) to 
promote children’s personal development at preschool level. In contrast, there is a 
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heavy emphasis on academic development at primary school level (i.e., literacy-
related skills) following a problem-based approach (Pérez-Martínez et al., 2010). 
Public preschool centres promote children’s development of cognitive, social, emo-
tional, and motor skills; however, such emphasis is not geared towards a specific 
final outcome – that of learning how to read and write to pass subject tests/exams 
(Gómez-Meléndez et al., 2018). This aim seems to be inconsistent with what the 
primary school expects children to do. Public primary school provision aims to sup-
port children to develop literacy skills to pass subjects tests/exams (Rodríguez-
Gómez, 2015; Scott et al., 2018). Whilst in preschool level children do not need to 
sit exams/tests, primary school children do, which is indeed a school procedure for 
a child to gain access to the second year of primary school (Secretaría de Educación 
Pública (SEP), 2012).

Mexico’s education expenditure is the second-highest among OECD countries; 
however, investment per student is the lowest (Organisation for Economic 
Co-Operation and Development (OECD), 2017). According to the latest OECD 
(2017) report, preschool level enrolments significantly improved in Mexico over 
12 years between 2005 and 2017, reaching 87%, similar to the average for OECD 
countries. Mexico and Hungary are the only countries to start compulsory education 
at the age of 3, whereas all other countries start at 4, 5 or 6 years. All OECD coun-
tries, but Mexico and Ireland, report programs or activities (e.g., open doors, parent 
information sessions, taster days) to facilitate children’s transitions to the primary 
school (OECD, 2017). Those OECD countries reporting to support children for 
transitions, implement between 5 and 8 transition activities.

All countries have similar numbers of children in preschool and first grade, 
except for Mexico and Turkey – where there is an abrupt change in the size of the 
class (going from 30 to 48 and 20 to 40 children respectively). Interestingly, out of 
22 OECD countries, only Mexico and New Zealand did not report specialised train-
ing for teachers to support the transition. According to independent reviews com-
missioned by the OECD, the definition of goals and the teaching methods used in 
Mexico’s preschool education “are not great” (OECD, 2004 p. 51), are too “instruc-
tive” rather than “constructive”, and the profile of what children “should be like at 
the moment of their transition into primary school has not been agreed upon nor 
operationalized” (OECD, 2004 p.  48). The same report goes on to say that the 
Mexican authorities’ decision to have a curriculum-related division of initial educa-
tion (0–3 years.) and preschool education (4–6 years.) negatively impacts preschool 
children’s learning. In fact, this division runs contrary to usual practices in OECD 
countries (e.g., Sweden, Norway, Finland, New Zealand, United Kingdom) where 
all educational programs are aligned to have a “common curriculum, teacher profile 
and learning goals” (OECD, 2017 p. 49). The Mexican transition from preschool to 
school seems to be complicated given the lack of coherent curriculum and 
pedagogically-related approaches for the first grade of primary school curriculum.

B. García-Cabrero et al.
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�Children’s Transition: A Follow-Up Study from Preschool 
to 5th Grade of Primary School

This section analyses one of the few but most important longitudinal studies under-
taken in Mexico regarding the transition to school of a group of preschoolers that 
attended an innovative program: the High/Scope Preschool Curriculum (Epstein & 
Hohmann, 2012). In essence, the High/Scope curriculum promotes children’s direct 
interaction with objects, events, and ideas, making children’s interests and choices 
the basis of it. On the other hand, teachers, caregivers, and parents offer physical, 
emotional, and intellectual support, always keeping a balance between child’s ini-
tiative and adult’s input (Epstein, 2007).

In an attempt to explore the effectiveness of the High/Scope curriculum in 
Mexico, a group of researchers adapted and implemented it in the Mexican context, 
to offer potential solutions to address the most pressing needs of the Mexican pre-
school education, including: (1) the design of effective strategies for the introduc-
tion of educational innovations (García-Cabrero & Espriu, 1987, 1991); (2) the 
development of programs for teaching staff tasked with introducing educational 
innovations (Barocio, 1997); (3) the development of assessment systems to deter-
mine the effectiveness in facilitating transition from preschool to primary school 
(García-Cabrero & Pérez, 1990; García-Cabrero et al., 1992); and (4) the long-term 
impact of the program.

García-Cabrero et al. (1992) conducted a study of school transition that involved 
the follow up of a sample of five cohorts of children (3–6 years old) who partici-
pated in the High/Scope curriculum in Mexico City. The first cohort was followed 
up from 1st to 5th grade in primary school, the second till 4th grade, the third up to 
3rd grade, and the fourth and fifth, till 2nd and 1st grades, respectively.

This study of school transition is a pioneer project in the Mexican context for 
several reasons: (1) it was the first one to adopt an experimental approach to adapt 
and validate an educational innovation; (2) there were no precedents of conducting 
follow-up studies to analyse the transition process from preschool to primary school; 
and (3) it was the first one to place an emphasis on, and measure, socioemotional 
skills, besides cognitive skills as the basic components of an optimal transition. By 
the time the High/Scope Preschool Curriculum was implemented, the official pro-
gram emphasised cognitive skills as described by Piaget to make sure children 
would acquire representation skills and logico-mathematical skills as pre-reading-
writing and pre-mathematics that would facilitate formal learning of these skills.in 
primary school.
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�Participants

The study followed and assessed 139 students from the experimental groups (who 
experienced the High/Scope Curriculum) and 131 from the comparison groups 
(who had followed the official public preschool curriculum) totalling 270 students 
(26, 35, 43, 89, 77, respectively from the first to the fifth cohort) (García-Cabrero 
et al., 1992). Participants from the experimental groups were followed to the pri-
mary schools where they were enrolled, and then, researchers randomly selected a 
matched boy or girl of the same group who had not experienced the High/Scope 
Curriculum.

�Measures

Academic Achievement was measured through the final score assigned by the teach-
ers of each grade in each of the five years of follow-up of both the experimental and 
comparison groups. The IDEA (Inventory of Academic Achievement) test (Macotela 
et al., 1991) was also used to measure academic achievement in the third generation 
of graduates.

Socioemotional development was measured through the subscales: social adap-
tation and autonomy; interaction with peers; and pride about their work (self-
efficacy) of the COR (Child Observation Record) (High/Scope Educational 
Research Foundation, 1992). Teachers rated students’ socioemotional development 
through observations over a week using a checklist of 20 items (not achieved, in 
process, achieved).

Also, compliance with each of the 11 Cognitively Oriented Curriculum (COC) 
(Banet et al., 1979; Weikart et al., 1971) original goals were assessed through the 
percentage of children reaching each goal at the end of each school year (García-
Cabrero & Pérez, 1990). The 11 goals are oriented mainly to one of two domains: 
cognitive domain (four goals); or socioemotional domain (seven goals). The attain-
ment of the goals was measured three times a year during the preschool years, and 
was assessed once a year (through observation of the teacher in charge) at the end 
of each primary school year during the follow up study.

Semi-structured interviews with primary school teachers were conducted to find 
out if they perceived differences in social adaptation and academic performance 
between children from the experimental and comparison groups.

B. García-Cabrero et al.
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�Results

Readiness for school revealed that once the COC was implemented with high fidel-
ity (third cohort of students), children from the experimental groups outperformed 
those from the comparison groups and these differences were statistically 
significant.

A chi-square test was used to test the differences in levels of accomplishment of 
the COC goals. Data revealed that most of the students (70% on average) from the 
experimental groups in all cohorts were in the highest level of attainment of the 
goals. Results were statistically significant for eight of the eleven goals measured.

Also, academic achievement results of students of the five cohorts who partici-
pated in the follow up study of the experimental and comparison groups, showed 
that during the five years of follow up, experimental group students outperformed 
students of the comparison group. To assess the differences in performance between 
mean achievement of both groups, the Wilcoxon rank sum test with continuity cor-
rection was used (W = 47,888, p-value <0.001).

�Models of Data Analyses

Several models of the relationship between goals, socioemotional skills, pride in 
their work, and performance were tested. We present three of them, because of their 
importance for preschool to primary school transition.

Model 1
The first model tested the relationship between the achievement of students pre-
dicted by three variables: social adaptation and autonomy, pride in their work, and 
group (experimental, control) to which they belong.

Data showed that the three variables predict achievement in a statistically signifi-
cant way, which allows us to assert that the experimental group students’ achieve-
ment was influenced by the variables Social Adaptation and Autonomy and Pride in 
their Work. These data are relevant to studying the factors that affect a successful 
transition from preschool to primary school.

Model 2
This model explains the performance in mathematics through the percentage of 
achievement obtained in Goal 2 (skills to define and solve problems). Data showed 
that the categories of 66.6% and 100% of achievement of Goal 2 are significant to 
explain achievement in mathematics during primary school. The high percentages 
of compliance of Goal 2 predict high performance in mathematics and the differ-
ences with the control group are significant. In other words, having participated in 
the experimental group, and having achieved high compliance with Goal 2, predicts 
high performance in mathematics.
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Model 3
This model assessed the relationship between the percentage of achievement of 
Goal 5 (Expressive skills: talk, write, dramatise and represent graphically) and 
achievement in Spanish.

Data showed, that high percentages of compliance with Goal 5 predicts better 
performance in Spanish. In other words, being part of the experimental group, and 
having achieved high compliance levels (66% and 100%) in Goal 5, predicts a high 
achievement in Spanish.

Analysis of data from interviews with primary school teachers of the schools 
where children were followed revealed that an important group of students from the 
experimental groups were sent to special groups for gifted students. Also, teachers 
reported that almost 50% of children from these groups learned to read in the first 
three months of first grade in primary school, versus 35% of children from the com-
parison groups, and by the end of second grade, 100% of students from the experi-
mental groups completed the process of reading and writing, versus 77% of the 
students from the comparison groups. The transition of students from the experi-
mental groups to primary schools was considered very acceptable and no behaviour 
problems were reported by the teachers. Also, these students were considered to 
show a high degree of initiative and autonomy, as measured by the socioemotional 
questionnaire that teachers completed after observing children.

In the third cohort of students, 86% of children in the experimental group were 
in the highest category of peer interaction (collaborative work), versus 75% of those 
in the comparison group. In the pride in work category, 57% of the children in the 
experimental groups vs. 50% of those in the comparison groups achieved the high-
est category. The differences between groups in the different levels of teamwork and 
pride in work, were analysed through a chi-square test; the results show significant 
differences in favour of the experimental children of the third cohort. The results 
found in the relationship models between variables show that the High/Scope cur-
riculum promoted the development of skills that allowed students to transition suc-
cessfully to the primary education level, fostering both their cognitive and 
socioemotional development.

�Recent Studies on the Transition from Preschool to School 
in Mexico

Myers et al. (2008), through a series of studies on the transition from preschool to 
primary school in Mexico, have found that the main emphasis of educational public 
policies is on ensuring that children are well-prepared to enter primary school, 
rather than getting schools ready to facilitate children’s transitions. Myers et  al. 
(2008) conducted a qualitative study to analyse the factors related to the preschool-
primary transition in Mexico and found different challenges that children have to 
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face to move successfully between home and preschool, and from preschool to pri-
mary school:

Change may require children to start communicating and learning in a language 
that is not their mother tongue, as most of the primary school teachers do not speak 
any of the 67 indigenous languages officially recognised in Mexico. Usually, the 
adult-child relationship at home or preschool tends to be informal and supportive, 
while in primary school adult-child relationships can be less supportive, more for-
mal, and less personal (Lye, 1996).

When children start primary school, they arrive in an environment which is 
mainly literacy-driven and formal, rather than a play-based orally driven environ-
ment with which children were familiar. At school, the child has to interact with a 
group of children initially unknown to them, while previously their interactions 
were limited to family members and some friends.

Challenges like these can indeed make children’s entry to school difficult, espe-
cially during the first few months. However, in some cases, the adaptation process 
can take longer, and can have a negative impact on their learning, leading to a sense 
of failure and low self-esteem, which could also lead to dropping out from school 
(Myers, 1992; Myers et  al., 2008; Peters, 2010). Nevertheless, it is important to 
acknowledge that most children, not only navigate the new environment success-
fully, they thrive at primary school (Jindal-Snape, 2016).

Myers et al. (2008) conclude that the transition process can be approached from 
a variety of theoretical and practical perspectives and identify that indeed, there are 
multiple factors that determine the type of experience the child will have when 
entering elementary school. Delgado et  al. (2015), Delgado-Fuentes (2011), and 
Delgado-Fuentes et  al. (2014) reported a comprehensive study on the transition 
between preschool and primary school in Mexico which took place over five months 
during the 2009 and 2010 school year. This case study research involved the obser-
vation of the interactions of teachers and children from urban, rural, and indigenous 
communities, focusing on the affective components of the transition from home to 
preschool and from preschool to primary school. The researchers argued that suc-
cessful transitions require adapting to both the academic and emotional demands of 
the new settings. This work focused on investigating specific characteristics of 
teaching practices used in five preschools and five primary schools that could pro-
mote familiarisation to the school context and facilitate their transitions. Findings 
revealed that teachers conducted three different types of activities across both lev-
els: (1) unplanned or vaguely focused activities (with no clear goals and rules, 
inconsistent routines from one day to the other, no time limits for each activity) that 
do not help children transitioning to preschool or primary school comprehend and 
integrate to the school context; (2) organised activities that help to comprehend this 
context and to build a learner’s role; and (3) organised activities that help to compre-
hend the context, build a learner’s role, and promote autonomy in learning. The best 
practices (organised activities) were found in some of the preschools, whereas there 
was a lack of good practices in primary schools. The first two types of activities 
prevailed in primary schools, whereas the third type was unfortunately, scarce. In 
preschool classrooms where the third type of activities prevailed, teachers’ actions 
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were essential in supporting children to adjust to the new school environment and to 
promote their involvement in school activities which positively impacted their moti-
vation to attend and learn. The involvement of children in formulating classroom 
rules, planning activities, reflecting on and evaluating learning processes, were 
found as most relevant for allowing children to adapt and succeed in their new 
context.

Delgado et al. (2015), defined transition as a process that involves social adapta-
tion as one of the dimensions that are required for children to get ‘ready’ for primary 
school, as well as taking into account the differences between the two educational 
levels. The study proposed a way of understanding this process and the ways teach-
ers can help to facilitate it. Grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) was the methodologi-
cal approach used in this study which considered a new system within 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model, − the nanosystem – that represents the 
activities within the classroom, whose structure and development allow children to 
understand what school is about and what role they are expected to play.

�The Effectiveness of a Transition Program; and How 
Headteachers/Teachers View the Transition

Research on transitions reveals that not only children, but also their parents, experi-
ence a school transition (Griebel et al., 2017; Jindal-Snape, 2016; Puccioni, 2015; 
Wickett, 2017; Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011). Teachers and headteachers are seen 
as key stakeholders who can support families to facilitate the transition (Balduzzi 
et al., 2019). Considering this framework, this section presents a series of empirical 
studies reported in Urbina-Garcia and Kyriacou (2018) and Urbina-Garcia (2019, 
2020) which have been instrumental in understanding how the transition to primary 
school is experienced by pupils aged 5–6, how teachers can support families, and 
how parents and headteachers perceive the preschool transition in Mexican public 
schools.

In the first study, Urbina-Garcia (2020) explored the extent to which an interven-
tion program could support preschool children’s transition to first grade of primary 
school. The senior leadership team from one public preschool contacted academics 
from an internationally recognised public university in Mexico and requested sup-
port for families during the transition to primary school – given a perceived lack of 
children’s academic ‘readiness’. Drawing from the international literature, this 
study followed a quasi-experimental design having an experimental and a control 
group (from different schools). Each group comprised 20 children (N = 40) from 5 
to 6 years old (M = 5.6) with their corresponding teacher and teaching assistant 
(N = 4). The views of the children’s parents on the effectiveness of the program 
were also gathered.
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�Measures

Children’s cognitive, social, and motor skills were assessed using the Assessment 
and Evaluation Programming System for Infants and Children (AEPS) (Bricker 
et  al., 2002), a criterion-referenced test with sound psychometric properties as 
reported in previous studies (Noh, 2005). Children’s skills were measured consider-
ing a 3-point scale: “0 = Does not have the skill”; “1 = Uses the skill inconsistently” 
and “2  =  Uses the skill consistently”. The main teacher and teaching assistant’s 
practices that promote early literacy were assessed with a self-report questionnaire 
adapted from the “Inventory of Early Literacy Practices” (Neuman et  al., 2000) 
including 40 items on a 3-point rating scale: “0  =  Does not use the practice”; 
“1  =  Inconsistent use of the practice” and “2  =  Consistent use of the practice”. 
Parents’ perceptions on the effectiveness of the program were gathered via three 
open-ended questions: (a) What factors will you consider for choosing the primary 
school to which your child will attend? (b) In which way do you support your child 
in this transition? and (c) What have you talked about with your child regarding the 
primary school? Parents’ satisfaction with the program was rated with a single-item 
on a 5-point scale (1 = Very Dissatisfied to 5 = Very Satisfied).

�Intervention

The leadership team reported that children lacked literacy-related skills which they 
thought were necessary for transition to an outcome-based curriculum with high 
academic demands. Whilst this result reflected a concern mainly focused on chil-
dren, the intervention also included parents, main teacher (the teacher who is 
responsible for the class) and teaching assistant, to ensure a greater impact. The 
transition program included a number of transition activities (e.g., reading books 
about changes in life; allowing children to write labels for ‘window’, ‘table’, ‘door’; 
children drawing the primary school they visited)” reported in previous studies as 
effective to support preschoolers’ transition (Claes, 2010; Hedegaard & Fleer, 2013; 
Peters, 2010). These activities were adapted by considering the local cultural prac-
tices and educational policies of the school (taking children out from the school is 
forbidden by Ministry of Public Education policies given the high rates of crime and 
violence in the city, hence a safe visit to a close primary school was carefully-
planned and authorised). A group work plan was created between the researcher, the 
teacher, and teaching assistant to deliver the program that lasted 6 months with three 
in-classroom sessions per week. The intervention included activities that were con-
sidered to promote children’s (a) early literacy (cognitive domain); (b) social skills; 
(c) fine motor skills; (d) home-school involvement; and (e) school-school links. A 
full description of the program is available in Urbina-Garcia (2020).
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�Results

Statistically significant differences were found (between experimental and control 
groups) which suggests that the intervention program did help children develop 
cognitive, social, and fine motor skills. Addressing the needs reported by the leader-
ship team, it was observed that the inclusion of literacy-related activities signifi-
cantly supported children’s development of cognitive and fine motor skills (learning 
the alphabet, shapes, sizes and forms; writing labels and own name; writing stories 
from home; writing what visiting a primary school feels like). The constant use of 
group activities also helped improve children’s social skills (initiate conversations 
about the primary school visit; exchange ideas; work collaboratively) which will be 
useful once in primary school. The visits to a primary school helped children 
improve their understanding of what a primary school looks like – by using the 
draw-and-tell method during group activities. The main teacher and teaching assis-
tant (experimental group) acknowledged the importance of this change and started 
using new practices that promote literacy-related skills (allowing children to label 
objects in classroom, write their names in their work, tell a story brought from 
home, express how they see the primary school everyone talks about at home). 
Home-school activities helped parents acknowledge the importance of this transi-
tion for their child and learn what their child can and cannot do in the classroom. 
Parents reported to be talking to their child more frequently about the primary school.

In another study, Urbina-Garcia and Kyriacou (2018) explored teachers’ use and 
type of transition practices and children’s most common problems in classroom as 
reported by the teachers. They also investigated headteachers’ and parents’ percep-
tions around children’s transition to primary school. They recruited 15 preschool 
and primary school teachers (N = 30); ten parents (five preschool and five primary 
school), and five headteachers. They also aimed to find associations between teach-
er’s demographic data, the use of transition practices and reported children’s 
problems.

�Research Design

A mixed-method research design was used for this study (questionnaire, rating 
scale, and semi-structured interviews). Two different surveys and semi-structured 
interviews were developed based on an extensive literature review on the transition 
to school. Both surveys aimed to measure the use, type, and frequency of teachers’ 
transition practices comprising 38 items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never to 
5  =  Always). The children’s problems rating scale comprised 12 most common 
problems identified in the literature to be rated on a 5-point Likert type format 
(1 = Not at all true to 5 = Yes, very true). The semi-structured interview aimed to 
obtain headteachers’ and parents’ perceptions comprised 10 open-ended questions. 
Quantitative data were analysed via descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA 
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looking for significant variations between preschool and primary school teachers. 
Pearson correlation was also computed to investigate potential associations among 
variables. Qualitative data were analysed via NVivo, performing a thematic analysis 
following the procedure described by Terry et al. (2017).

�Results

Findings revealed that both groups of teachers frequently used more practices to 
establish home-school links (providing important information to parents, organising 
‘open doors’, information sessions), while practices aimed at establishing school-
school links (visiting primary school, inviting primary school teacher) were not a 
common practice. Primary school teachers seemed to implement transition prac-
tices on a more frequent basis than their preschool counterparts. Both groups of 
teachers reported moderate-to-frequent problems in their classroom mostly related 
to children’s behavioural and attentional patterns. However, primary school teach-
ers reported to have slightly more problems in classroom than preschool teachers. 
The most frequently reported problems focused on children’s difficulty following 
directions, showing behavioural problems (cannot stay seated) and difficulty taking 
turns. Statistical correlations between preschool teachers’ demographics, their prac-
tices, and children’s problems suggested that teachers with more specialised train-
ing courses (annual mandatory training provided by the Ministry of Public Education 
regarding pedagogical activities, classroom management, assessment among other 
areas) reported more problems related to children having difficulties respecting 
teacher’s authority, taking turns, carrying out the assigned classroom activities, and 
staying focused in classroom activities. Similarly, primary school teachers with 
higher academic qualifications were associated with reporting children with prob-
lems following directions, remaining seated for long periods of time, and under-
standing school-tasks. These findings may reflect teachers’ expectations of how 
children should behave in each educational level.

Results showed that preschool parents were concerned about developing their 
child’s personal and academic skills in preparation for first grade, whereas primary 
school parents were concerned about their child’s lack of behavioural self-regulation 
skills. Parents seemed to be aware of the change from a play-led to a more academic-
led routine and the challenge this would represent to children; however, they did not 
know how to support them. One way in which all parents reported supporting their 
child was by sending him/her to English language lessons or enrolling him/her in a 
private preschool to foster literacy-related skills. These findings are important as 
they seem to reflect parents’ understanding of equipping their child to face aca-
demic demands in primary school – by making their child bilingual. These results 
support the notion that parents think that literacy skills are the most important 
aspects for their child to be ready to enter primary school. These novel findings in 
Latin American contexts seem to echo evidence found in Hong Kong (Chan, 2012; 
Li et  al., 2013). Headteachers’ perspectives revealed that for some of them, this 
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transition does not really represent a challenge for children, and it was evident, that 
headteachers were not aware of practices to support their staff or children. These 
findings contrast with Noel’s (2012) results where headteachers in Australia were 
reported to be aware of the importance and implications of this transition and with 
Njenga’s (2015) results from Kenya where headteachers showed a positive attitude 
towards supporting families.

�Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter aimed to analyse the sociocultural context surrounding the transition to 
school in the Mexican public system. It also showcased pioneering studies on the 
preschool transition which have been conducted in Mexico in the last three decades. 
Firstly, our analysis showed that the lack of empirical studies, specific educational 
policies, guidelines, and educational programs may suggest that the transition to 
school is not a topic that is prioritised by Mexican academics, politicians, and prac-
titioners. Future research should be conducted to establish whether this is indeed the 
case and if it is, analyse the reasons behind it. Secondly, these studies have laid the 
groundwork to learn and analyse critically how this transition is experienced by 
Mexican children and what gaps need to be addressed in this respect. Specifically, 
these studies have shown that an effective intervention should aim to support chil-
dren to develop greater autonomy, independence, and self-confidence. Findings 
showed that it is important to help children develop cognitive skills (to face aca-
demic demands regarding reading, writing, and mathematics) and interpersonal 
skills (socioemotional) to facilitate children’s transition to a new academic environ-
ment, rules, roles, and identities. Some of these interventions showed that children 
who received an intervention that aimed to promote cognitive skills, performed bet-
ter in academic-related tasks. However, these seem to be underpinned by the devel-
opment of socioemotional skills, which is consistent with research elsewhere 
(Denham et al., 2014; Fabian, 2013; Okonduugba et al., 2020; Wong, 2015). It is 
important to note that these interventions support the notion that children must have 
a set of academic and personal skills to enter the first grade of primary school. The 
notion that schools should be ready for children was not explored. Future research 
should look at the way in which schools can be made ready for each child and their 
unique preferences and needs. The transition to school frameworks of the studies 
conducted in Mexico, also included the need to consider not only factors related to 
children like readiness for school, but also contextual factors (Besi & Sakellariou, 
2019), highlighting the important role of the families, schools, and communities, 
which is being recognised by a growing body of research (Hannah et al., 2010; Lau 
& Power, 2018; Mayer et al., 2010; Salmi & Kumpulainen, 2019).

These studies offer evidence of the need to work with the significant adults (par-
ents, teachers, headteachers, and teaching assistants) to establish collaborative 
work, which seems to be essential to promote a sense of community. Interesting 
differences were found between preschool and primary school teachers’ 
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perspectives regarding children’s ‘problems’. Findings revealed that primary school 
teachers identified children with behavioural problems (cannot stay seated) and 
children with difficulty taking turns, more frequently compared to preschool teach-
ers. This difference may be due to higher expectations of primary school teachers 
given the traditional pedagogical approach used in the first grade of primary school 
(sit down, pay attention, listen to the teacher) and given that preschool children were 
used to learning by play. These results seem to be consistent with previous research 
conducted mostly in developed countries (Denham et al., 2014; Hatcher et al., 2012; 
LoCasale-Crouch et  al., 2008) which found that behavioural problems are more 
common in primary school compared to a preschool classroom. From the perspec-
tives of parents, results showed that parents should be given information about the 
importance of their child’s transition. Working closely with parents seems to lead to 
a better understanding of how best to support their child’s transition. Findings from 
these studies should be taken with caution given the small sample size and given 
that causality could not be established. Nevertheless, these findings show a positive 
association between a psycho-educational intervention and the development of per-
sonal and academic skills which could inform future studies. Finally, the studies on 
transition conducted in Mexico reveal that what is required to facilitate children’s 
transition to school are not only special practices or interventions to help in the 
development of children’s skills, but also specific educational policies that consider 
supporting all stakeholders involved. Future research on transitions should look at 
whether we need to prepare children for school or prepare schools for children or 
perhaps, we should be advocating for both. Also, the need to include a fine-grained 
analysis of interactions at a nano level, beyond what Bronfenbrenner (1979) 
describes as micro-level within the classroom, to reveal the characteristics of teach-
ers’ practices, that help or hinder children to make a successful transition, has been 
highlighted. Future research will help inform educational polices to ensure that the 
demands referred to by Myers et  al. (2008), are not excessively challenging for 
children. Excessive demands may result in states of anxiety and feelings of low self-
efficacy preventing children from making a successful transition to primary school.
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Chapter 5
Characteristics of Cuba’s Early Childhood 
Educational and Scientific Experience

Odet Noa Comans 

Abstract  In this chapter, the Cuban educational experience is presented, based on 
the scientific investigation Approach to the characterization of the preschool Cuban 
child, carried out by the Latin American Reference Center for Preschool Education 
(CELEP) during the last two decades. The value of this investigation lies in knowing 
the characteristics of the first 6 years of life in order to implement quality education 
with a positive influence on the transition to primary school. The research empha-
sises results about socio-affective development, since teachers do not always con-
sider this across both pedagogical and affective domains. The analysis is 
fundamentally qualitative, based on an extensive bibliographic search which illus-
trates Cuban reality. The results reflect the predominance of positive emotional 
states in both boys and girls. Play is still a fundamental activity, but it has to be well 
conducted in order to make children gradually ‘ready’ for ‘study activities’, that will 
be very important in the school stage. The chapter aims to provide valid information 
for teachers, pedagogues, psychologists, and professionals who are already trained 
or are in training, as well as families, in order to contribute to successful educational 
practices in the transition process.

�Early Childhood Education in Cuba

The Cuban early childhood education system is financed, coordinated, and regu-
lated by the National Preschool Education Directorate of the Cuban Ministry of 
Education. It is a national system, specified in all of the provincial and municipal 
directorates throughout the country. Local implementation of the national system 
means that early childhood education in Cuba reaches the community level, with 
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actions or tasks in early childhood implemented in each jurisdiction, based on spe-
cific geographic, demographic, and sociocultural conditions (Rios et al., 2016).

There is a nationwide curriculum, organised into five dimensions of education 
and development: education and social-personal development education and devel-
opment of motor skills; education and development of the relationship with the 
environment; education and development of communication; education and aes-
thetic development (Cáceres Suárez & Benavides Perera, 2019). One of the strengths 
of the curriculum is that the educational policy to be followed is based on scientific 
research. The aim of the curriculum is to achieve maximum possible overall devel-
opment of each child from birth to 6 years of age (Gallo et al., 2018). Early child-
hood education provision serves more than 99% of the Cuban child population 
through two modalities: an institutional one in kindergartens and in the preschool 
grade of primary schools; and a non-institutional one through the socio-community 
program Educate your child (Alliance for Human Development, 2021).

There are kindergartens in all Cuban provinces with priority access given to chil-
dren of working parents. Children who attend kindergarten are between 1 year of 
age (when they can walk independently) and 5 years of age. However, the demand 
for educational care is greater than the capacity of the institutions, which is why 
Educate your child program was created. Educate your child serves approximately 
68% of the Cuban child population between 0 and 6 years of age, with families 
prepared to educate their own children. Among the program’s key features are:

•	 It is coordinated by the Cuban Ministry of Education, with intersectoral 
participation.

•	 It was founded 28 years ago.
•	 It is designed for non-working mothers and fathers.
•	 Its objective is to prepare families, based on their knowledge and experiences, to 

carry out educational activities with their children from 0 to 6 years old in the 
home setting.

•	 It is focused on the family and the community as the leading protagonists in the 
children’s care and development. It is a social program of integrated educational 
care that deals with the diverse aspects of the development of children, such as 
health, nutrition, intellectual and socio-affective development, and protection, in 
an integrated, intersectoral, and participative manner.

•	 It is implemented as a ‘joint activity’ in communities and homes. The staff who 
run the program act as promoters and advisors. Collaboratively with the family, 
they organise learning activities.

•	 The program is implemented at community level throughout the entire country, 
generally with two-weekly frequency. Joint activities last approximately 1 h daily.

•	 Staff in the program are volunteers and receive specialised professional training 
towards a Bachelor’s Degree in Early Childhood Education.

•	 The program model has been replicated in different countries of the region. It is 
a low-cost and highly efficient alternative to centre-based programs, and is flex-
ible and adaptable to the particular needs and situations of different families.
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•	 The program is attended by groups of children between the ages of 2 and 3 and 
between 4 and 5 years and their families. There is also an individual modality for 
children with special needs or other needs that do not allow them to attend group 
sessions. This individual modality is conducted at children’s homes by program 
staff together with the families.

Some of the success factors of the Educate your child program (Laire, 2016) are:

	1.	 The impact of early care on the further development of the person.
	2.	 The enormous potential of the family in their children’s education, especially 

during the early years.
	3.	 The search for non-formal approaches to early childhood education as a result of 

the difficult domestic economic conditions which commenced in the 1990s.
	4.	 The extension of paid maternity or paternity leave, which allows the working 

mother or father to stay with their child at home during the first year after birth.
	5.	 The need to cater for families in rural and remote areas with non-institutionalised 

early childhood education opportunities.
	6.	 A decrease in the number of children not achieving expected outcomes.
	7.	 Improvement of academic performance in primary school.
	8.	 Contribution to the preparation of families to educate their children in COVID-19 

conditions (Castro et al., 2020).

Any beneficial impacts are dependent on the quality of early childhood education 
(ECE), which should provide a learning environment for all children to succeed in 
acquiring social, emotional, cognitive, and linguistic skills (García-Carrión & 
Villardón-Gallego, 2016).

When a child enters any educational program in early childhood from the home 
context, there is a transition process. If the early childhood program is very different 
from what occurs within the family circle, the transition can become difficult. How 
difficult it will be depends, among other things, on the characteristics of the pro-
gram. Given this, it might be presumed that a non-formal program such as Educate 
your child would facilitate an adequate transition for the child (Peralta, 2007).

The current Cuban pedagogical theory is drawn from a cultural historical 
approach which, fundamentally, adopts a humanistic and optimistic position where 
personality is not seen as innate, with its formation and development closely linked 
to educational and cultural experiences (Menéndez & Peña, 2019). Development is 
understood to be a process that occurs as a result of education. It is continuous and 
builds on previous development. Each stage creates the foundational basis for the 
next. The achievements in each new stage have their beginnings in the previous 
stage in which they appear as potential achievement in future. In any development, 
specific social conditions must be taken into account at each stage (Burke, 2006).

Early childhood education in Cuba is considered the basis of the national educa-
tional system. It is responsible for the development of children from 0 to 6 years of 
age with the aim of their transition into the primary school where their education 
until the age of 11–12 years will be continued. Basic secondary and upper second-
ary levels conclude children’s school education (Menéndez & Peña, 2019).
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Considerations of the historical-cultural conception of early childhood education 
allow us to make some reflections about transitions in Cuba:

•	 Highlighting the children’s social interaction, from which they appropriate the 
maternal and spiritual culture, it can be affirmed that children actively participate 
in the rhythm and quality of their transitions.

•	 Transitions can be considered as key moments in the sociocultural learning pro-
cess, through which children modify their behavior based on what they learn 
through social interaction with their environment (Burke, 2006).

There are three different types of transitions that arise from consideration of cultural-
historical theory:

	1.	 those that occur in the family space;
	2.	 those from the family-social environment to an institution; and
	3.	 the transition that is made to the primary school (Peralta, 2007).

In Cuba, these three types can be exemplified as:

	1.	 From the family space to the Educate your child program. In the first year of the 
child’s life the family attend an appointment at the family doctor’s office which 
exists in each community. The doctor and nurse are also promoters of the Educate 
your child program and offer educational guidance to families on the develop-
ment of their babies.

	2.	 From the family space to the group or individual modality of the Educate your 
child program, starting at the second year of life.

	3.	 From the family space to the kindergarten.
	4.	 From the kindergarten to the preschool group of primary school.
	5.	 From the preschool group to the first grade of primary school.

�Cuban Educational Policy on the Process of Transition 
to Primary Education

Cuban educational policy guarantees an affective, coherent, and developing educa-
tional process. The need for continuity of children’s development has been foreseen 
in the early childhood education curriculum. One of the most important components 
is the preschool diagnosis.

To determine how well children who graduate from early childhood to primary 
education are prepared, a set of diagnostic tasks is carried out. These explore the 
development achieved in areas directly related to the knowledge and skills they will 
acquire in the first grade. For example, the diagnostic tasks explore certain content 
from the curriculum dimensions of education and development of communication, 
education and development of the relationship with the environment, education and 
personal social development, and education and aesthetic development. Together, 
this content contributes to the learning of writing, reading, and mathematics which 
children will experience when they start first grade (Menéndez & Peña, 2019).
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The preschool diagnosis is applied by the early childhood educator, accompa-
nied by first grade teacher. They are advised to complement the result of the tasks 
with individual annotations, partial and final evaluations about the knowledge, hab-
its, abilities, and norms of relations with the world of each child, as well as ways of 
learning during the child’s journey through early childhood. Such an approach is 
consistent with suggestions about collaboration between preschool and school set-
tings which moves beyond the sharing of information about children to joint initia-
tives that foster shared pedagogies and classroom practices (Hugo et al., 2018).

Diagnosis at the preschool level articulates and gives continuity to the educa-
tional process at both levels of education, also contributing to the educational transi-
tion from preschool to primary school. The pedagogical diagnosis undertaken of the 
children at the end of the sixth year of life allows the educator to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of the curriculum and the child’s mastery in applying it, as well as the 
characteristics of the students and educators that have influenced the entire peda-
gogical work. The diagnosis guarantees the assessment of the skills, habits, and 
capacities of the children as a consequence of the educational experiences they 
have. It is, in turn, an effective way for the first grade teacher to become familiar 
with their future students in the different spaces in which they plan to be, regardless 
of the final process of application of the diagnostic tasks (Menéndez & Peña, 2019).

Knowing the characteristics of each child’s development as they move from the 
playful preschool context to a fully schooled context is important in order to avoid 
unfavourable breakdowns in the educational process. During this move, changes 
occur in the system of relationships among the child and adults and among the chil-
dren themselves. Play remains a fundamental activity and it is important for it to be 
continued effectively in order for children to prepare gradually for studying, which 
is seen as the most important part of the school stage (López & Siverio, 2016).

The Cuban educational system reiterates this approach with the Ministry of 
Education in Cuba regulating

the consolidation of the continuity and articulation of early childhood, primary and special 
education, as well as the intersectoral, inter-institutional and community coordination for 
educational care, with the gradual transition of a level of education to another, that favors 
the concatenation between them, as well as between the educational modalities, years of 
life, cycles. This is conditioned by ways of working, methods, means and processes. 
(MINED, 2018)

�Approach to the Characterisation of the Cuban Preschool 
Child. A Look at Scientific Research

This section of the chapter is based on information collected through an extensive 
desk review of previous research about the characteristics of Cuban preschool chil-
dren. The investigation entitled Approach to the characterization of the Cuban pre-
school children was carried out in Cuba (López et al., 2011).

5  Characteristics of Cuba’s Early Childhood Educational and Scientific Experience



84

The main objective of the project was to explore the characteristics of children 
aged 0 to 6 years and to contribute to the training of families and educators who are 
responsible for the children’s education. The results of this study have been used in 
a range of Cuban research, providing a theoretical and methodological platform for 
studies of Cuban early childhood education. For example, it provided the basis for 
the study of Cuban children’s access to and use of digital technologies 
(Comans, 2020).

�Methodology and Procedure

The study of the characterisation of Cuban preschool children was designed to con-
sider annual cross sections through six areas of children’s development: motor; lan-
guage; intellectual; socio-affective; social personal; and growth and health. It used 
a longitudinal design with cross sections considered in each year of life. Descriptive 
approaches were used, in order to identify the particularities of the development of 
children at these ages.

The research was carried out in seven provinces of Cuba: Guantánamo; Santiago 
de Cuba; Sancti Spíritus; Villa Clara; Habana; Ciudad Habana; and Pinar del Río. 
These locations were intentionally included, based on the requirements: to cover the 
three regions of the country; availability of personnel at provincial level with the 
required preparation for the execution of tasks; and an assessment of social develop-
ment and education achieved in these territories.

In each province, a sample of 600 children distributed equitably in a main munic-
ipality and in a marginal urban one was selected, totalling 4200 children altogether. 
The sample was stratified by 3 months in the first year of life; by 4 months in the 
second year; and, in the case of the third year of life, the age interval between 
2 years and 8 months and 3 years and 15 days, that is, four and a half months. To 
carry out the research, a national group was formed under the organisation and 
direction of the Latin American Reference Center for Preschool Education (CELEP). 
This team brought together specialists from different areas of child development, 
representing the following organisations and institutions: CELEP; the National 
Institute of Sports, Physical Education and Recreation (INDER); the University of 
Pedagogical Sciences Enrique José Varona; the City of Havana; the Faculty of 
Psychology of the University of Havana; and the Ministry of Public Health 
(MINSAP). The national group was made up of subgroups that studied the different 
areas of development mentioned above. The selection of researchers was deter-
mined by the experience of each one in the specific aspects of the study. In order to 
carry out the study in different provinces, it was necessary to establish in each prov-
ince a research team made up of methodologists, managers and teachers from the 
higher pedagogical institutes with a general preparation in child development, espe-
cially relating to preschool aged children, and with a deeper and more specific 
knowledge in the explored areas. In each municipality, a leader was selected among 
the field researchers by development area. These people coordinated and controlled 
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the work of the team members in conjunction with the head of the research at the 
municipality level.

Preliminary analysis of existing sources and research was carried out to deter-
mine the indicators and aspects to be assessed in each sphere of development, the 
procedures for analysing the results, as well as the orientation and control of the 
work of the provincial teams. The methods and instruments for data collection were 
interviews, direct observation, and pedagogical situations. Interviews were con-
ducted with families. Both parents were interviewed whenever possible. The aim 
was to collect opinions from both parents around the following topics: motor skills; 
intellectual development; language development; socio-affective development; and 
health care of their children across the ages from 0 to 6 years. The interview target-
ting the socio-affective area aimed to explore relationships between parents and 
children.

Interviews were conducted in the home setting. Field notes were made about the 
family structure, material conditions, and organisation of the home. Generally, the 
research team followed a pre-structured interview guide, with around 42 questions. 
The guide provided opportunity for questions to be re-phrased or the asking of fol-
low-up questions. During the visit, observation data were also collected about the 
child’s social behaviours, emotional reactions, and communication at home, mainly 
with their mother and father.

The pedagogical situations were a group of experimental tasks. Their general 
objective was to explore children’s achievements across each developmental area in 
each age group. An example of an experimental task in the socio-affective area was 
called the activity collaboration. This task aimed to collect information about rela-
tionships, adult-child communication, their behaviour, and expressions. The indica-
tors of the child’s socio-affective development were assessed by the field researcher, 
according to a rating of YES (achieved) or NO (not achieved).

In addition to this, the methods of data collection were piloted to assess the 
degree of understanding of the instruments by the parents and the field researchers 
and to make the necessary adjustments before their final application. The piloting in 
each stage was carried out in La Lisa municipality of La Havana.

�Results

Some of the results (López et  al., 2011) from this study are described below. 
Analysis was reported according to each child’s age in each of the developmental 
areas listed. Differences were found and reported, with special emphasis on the 
socio-affective area.

One important result was that, depending on the developmental characteristics of 
the children, transitions can be more or less difficult. The level of challenge was 
largely seen to depend on a child’s emotional state and their affective development 
(Laire, 2016).
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As part of the characterisation of socio-affective development in children from 0 
to 3 years of age, the following results were noted:

•	 prevalence of positive mood;
•	 the most frequent emotions were joy and pleasure, which were expressed through 

smiles, mimes, gestures, and movements. Curiosity towards animals was also 
seen and, to a lesser extent, anger and anguish; and

•	 collaborative relationships with family and other close adults.

The socio-affective development of children from 4 to 6  years old was distin-
guished by:

•	 the manifestations of positive emotions are gaining variety and richness in their 
expression;

•	 the main feelings and emotions are love, joy, pride, shame, solidarity, and aes-
thetic feelings;

•	 there was a prevalence of verbal expression of these affective states;
•	 interest in the recognition of the adult in the activity increases and the presence 

of the feeling of sympathy expands; and
•	 self-evaluations begin, although the evaluations made by adults of their actions 

are still of great importance to the children.

One of the most significant results of the research was that it has shown the dyna-
mism of child development, which is in constant evolution.

When going from 1 year of life to another and as part of the development process 
there are three phases:

	1.	 consolidation of the learning and emergence of new learnings;
	2.	 strengthening of these new learnings; and
	3.	 beginning of the consolidation of the acquired learning. (López et al. 2011).

During each year of life, time must be given so that children, in their own way, con-
solidate what has already been acquired and incorporate new formations. The results 
obtained from this study have contributed to the elaboration of a more relevant cur-
riculum for Cuban early childhood education and to a more adequate direction of 
the educational process by educators and families (Laire, 2016). These results have 
informed the country’s educational policy (Menéndez & Peña, 2019). The process 
included challenges such as putting more emphasis on socio-affective education 
from early childhood education to facilitate their transitions to school.

�Conclusions

Based on the results of the reported scientific research, it is concluded that the tran-
sition from one stage of education and development to another must occur naturally 
and gradually; adequate preparation must be guaranteed, for children, as well as for 
teachers and family members involved.
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Across the study, the predominance of positive emotional states in boys and girls 
was described. The positive behaviour could be a tendency in Cuban children. 
However, the manifestations of positive emotions are very diverse and their expres-
sions range from a little interaction with unfamiliar adults to caring a lot about what 
adults think of them, largely dependent on children’s age.

Play is still a fundamental activity that has to be well conducted in order to pre-
pare children gradually for another activity that is seen as the most important of the 
school stage, namely, study activity. If a child experiences the adult evaluation as a 
natural and happy process, he/she will associate the evaluation experience with 
positive emotions and this could be very favourable for school readiness.

In conclusion, guidelines are recommended that, although they are being materi-
alised in the Cuban context, need further scientific research to be undertaken and 
applied to the practice of education for children from 0 to 6 years old. The recom-
mended guidelines include:

•	 transition and continuity of children’s development should be reflected in the 
early childhood education curriculum;

•	 an effective and coherent, educational process throughout the transition period to 
be guaranteed;

•	 teachers and families to continue to be seen as major contributors to transition to 
primary school;

•	 the diagnosis of levels of development shown by boys and girls starting school 
learning to be carried out in nuanced ways which allow teachers to access data to 
assist them in organising, guiding, and directing their pedagogical work;

•	 teacher preparation to be strengthened to make the first grade of primary school 
more like preschool; and

•	 the families in the different care modalities to be educated in the diagnostic pro-
cess, with the aim of moving beyond just wanting good results for their children 
to expecting realistic assessments of their children’s development.
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Chapter 6
Play-Study Unit: The Pedagogical Conduct 
of Year One in Maringa, Brazil

Ágatha Marine Pontes Marega  and Marta Sueli de Faria Sforni 

Abstract  In Brazil, Year One is the threshold where the transition between playing 
and study activities starts. This chapter describes a research project in Maringá, 
Brazil, focused on the teaching organisation of Year One in the primary school. The 
study was foregrounded on theoretical perspectives advanced by Vygotsky, 
Leontiev and Elkonin, which position play and study as activities that trigger chil-
dren’s holistic development and have a fundamental role in Year One. The point of 
departure for the experiment was the convergence of play and study, articulated 
around the conceptual theme of ‘means of transport’. The experiment followed 
stages of observing children’s play and introducing subject content related to the 
transport theme to promote children’s awareness of social roles. The experiment 
recognized that play and study do not have the same structure but can have the same 
content focus. The study highlighted how subject content introduced at school can 
prompt children to go beyond the reproduction of daily relationships that com-
monly occur in free play and broaden their knowledge of the world through access 
to scientific knowledge. Results of the study note the pedagogical importance of 
integrating play and study in Year One. The investigation highlighted the impor-
tance of conducting further research to investigate how transition processes inte-
grate play and study in Year One.
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�Introduction

The enactment of Act 11.114, published on the 16th May 2005, (Brasil, 2005) and 
Act 11.274, published on the 6th February 2006 (Brasil, 2006), extended the period 
of basic education from 8 to 9 years and made children’s enrolment in school from 
their sixth year mandatory. The extension of the school period is one of the aims of 
the Brazilian Education Plan (PNE), promoting comprehensive fundamental school-
ing for everybody between the ages of 6 and 14-years. It makes possible a longer 
schooling period for Brazilian children. The inclusion of 6-year-old children in 
basic schooling was greatly debated by parents, teachers, and researchers in Brazil.

Within the agreement-disagreement debate, at the Act’s approbation by 
Parliament, the theme of children’s transition to basic education featured strongly. 
This was based on the understanding that children’s early education was related to 
playing, whereas basic education ruptured this tradition and inserted children within 
the formal requirements of schooling. On the one hand, people insisted that 6-year-
old children should remain within the children’s early education conditions where 
infancy is respected and games and play would continue to feature within children’s 
educational lives. Beneath such an opinion, there is the concept that, in elementary 
education, study requirements are greater, with no space for playing and games. On 
the other hand, educators held that Year One primary is an important moment for the 
development of 6-year-old children since a new social place is open to them and 
studies emerge as a new and highly relevant activity.

Many feared that children’s inclusion in mandatory education would place them 
very early in formal and routine teaching situations, robbing them of space and time 
allotted to childhood. “Will the child cease to play in Year One?” “Which curricu-
lum will be adapted to Year One primary?” “Has the 6-year-old child the maturity to 
participate in basic (elementary) education?” These were important questions at that 
time and implicitly expressed the idea that playing and studying were antagonistic 
activities which could not occupy the same space.

Fourteen years after the publication of the Act, research work is necessary on this 
transition period so that pedagogical pathways may be discovered that would con-
tribute towards children’s development: “How would pedagogical conduct be 
administered during this particular school year?” “What is actually important for 
children’s development at this age?” “Would it be playing, an activity proper to 
children, or the study of school subject matters?”

In this chapter, we report theoretical and practical research that the authors have 
developed in a Year One class to investigate play and study activities within peda-
gogical conduct. The current research is based on the theoretical perspectives of 
historical and cultural psychology, especially the works of Vygostky, Leontiev and 
Elkonin. The experiment was undertaken in a government-run school in 
Maringá, Brazil.

Á. M. P. Marega and M. S. de Faria Sforni
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�Transition Period and Activities of Children’s Development

Feelings of ‘suffering’, ‘loss’ or ‘fear of the novelty’ are experienced in the transi-
tion from one determined schooling stage to another. Some parents or guardians are 
worried about the future new stage and fear that the children will not follow the new 
routine. Children may also have the same fear, even though, as a rule, they have a 
great curiosity about the novel school space and joy in their admittance. In their 
opinion, the primary school means having homework to do, keeping exercise books, 
having new friends. In other words, a new world to be discovered.

To facilitate the children’s transition from early childhood to basic education, 
several schools have introduced the practice of celebrating a welcome week within 
the new school space. The new routine, the school premises and the professionals 
working there are presented, coupled to several activities to integrate the newcom-
ers. According to Sforni (2019), the welcome week is an important activity, although 
it must be understood as one (but not the only one) of many necessary activities. It 
is a mere moment of showing change and not a complete transition process. When 
seen externally, change has a fixed date. However, “from the subjective point of 
view, or rather, from the point of view of the person who experiences change, it is 
not something with a duration of one day or one month, but it involves a period 
before and after the fact in itself. Therefore, it is necessary to speak of a transition 
process” (Sforni, 2019, p.  285). In Leontiev’s words (2004, p.  315), transition 
requires a “rationally conducted process, of directed education” so that change trig-
gers development, rather than be a hindrance to development.

The transition from play activity to study activity occurs during the period in 
which children are enrolled in Year One of primary school. An in-depth study of the 
characteristics of these activities will help us to undertake the pedagogical processes 
involved in this transition.

Playing activities derive from the experiences that children have participating in 
adult life and in undertaking activities done by adults, even though they do not have 
the power to undertake the corresponding activities themselves. Since they do not 
have the conditions to materialize them effectively, they produce playful situations 
to exercise their social role. For example, when they play at being physicians, chil-
dren penetrate the adult world pretending to be doctors, patients, or nurses. Through 
‘sham’ social roles, children appropriate the contents of human relationships and 
develop. When children play at ‘pretending to be’, they model relationships between 
people (Elkonin, 1987).

According to Elkonin, study activities occur at the precise moment when chil-
dren are inserted within a systematised teaching system. Access to writing allows 
the occurrence of knowledge not merely through the direct interaction of people, 
objects, and phenomena, but also through the appropriation of knowledge on the 
different sciences. According to Elkonin (1969), enrolment in the primary school 
has a new social meaning to children: children have their first social function in the 
school, or rather, the role of students, with duties, rights and responsibilities. When 
Year One students undertake their new social role, they still have their own ways of 
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thinking and acting from the experiences lived during childhood and kindergarten 
years. Simultaneously, they are aware of school tasks that, normally, differentiate 
them from the former experience, such as subject matter determined by areas of 
knowledge, individual activities, a greater number of activities in their exercise 
book, the use of handbooks, and formal assessments. These differences are aug-
mented by a school organization with stricter rules with regard to punctuality, disci-
pline, and accountability.

The novelty that accompanies basic (elementary) education comprises study 
activities aligned with subjects and specific teaching-learning methods. Such activi-
ties generate the students’ development and a new formation is produced: the initial 
bases of awareness and theoretical thought. This formation is provided by learning 
the notions of the different sciences that make up the school curriculum. Learning 
demands specific methods that involve high levels of abstraction, generalization, 
and mental planning (Davidov, 1988).

According to Leontiev (2004), the change of place that student-agents occupy is 
the motivating force in the development of their psyche. However, it is not the place 
in itself that determines the agents´ development but the activities that are developed 
by them in the new place. Consequently, admittance to the mandatory primary 
school causes reorganisation in 6-year-old children, but does not immediately cause 
a change in their psychic activity. So that study activities may have meaning for 
children, they should be pushed or motivated by necessity. In other words, so that 
children start studying, they should be motivated by a need to study which is not 
exactly felt. When the necessity to study arises, playfulness is still present as a motif 
for children’s activities.

Therefore, one is usually aware of some moments reserved for free play during 
the first years of school and an attempt to reconcile study with play. In this case, 
playing is frequently employed as a tool to teach certain subject matter, such as 
pedagogical games to learn the letters of the alphabet, hopscotch to count numbers, 
music to memorise information and others. However, when they become a resource 
of learning, playing and games become distanced from their original function.

We must not conceive the above as the addition of two activities and reserving 
time and space for each. It is useless to integrate the two activities formally within 
the classroom context and keep them without any communication. How may one 
rationally conduct such transition? Theoretical studies show that, in spite of the dif-
ferences, there is no dichotomy between playing and study activities. However, it 
was not clear how to organise teaching for children of this age group so that there 
would be a convergence between the two activities.

We have considered that the rational conduct of the transition process would start 
within a mutual relationship in which the two activities interpenetrate and interact. 
The following didactic experiment was undertaken to analyse, in practice, a type of 
teaching organisation with this feature.
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�Didactic Experiment: Subject Matter in a Play-Study Unit

Several studies have provided theoretical bases to analyse the organisation of teach-
ing of Year One primary and provide structure for the didactic experiment.1 The 
Year One classroom where the experiment was conducted is located in a municipal 
government school and comprised 24 students. More than half the students had 
attended municipal early childhood education centres; two students had been 
enrolled in the educational institution for the first time; and a small number came 
from private infant/early childhood education schools. Slightly more than 50% of 
the children were 6 years old. The experiment was performed in ten sessions, with 
2 h each, over 1 month.

We analysed the curricular outline of Year One to choose the subject matter that 
would prompt students in the discovery of new human activities and make possible 
new themes/arguments for games (Moya et al., 2019). We selected the subject mat-
ter ‘means of transport’ from the different curriculum contents and used it as a 
theme/argument within the game of social roles for the didactic experiment. The 
choice was due to two factors:

	1.	 although it is a subject matter within the everyday life of the children, the human 
activity that surrounds it seems to be significant to broaden their knowledge 
beyond day-to-day experience;

	2.	 ‘means of transport’ is a concept with great possibilities of generalisation.

The derived ideas (car, driver, plane, ship, bicycle, and others) may easily be inserted 
in ‘once-upon-a-time’ situations and connect formal content and playful activities.

For the sake of analysis, we organised the sessions into three thematic stages, 
with common aims (Table 6.1).

Children’s manifestations were observed and registered during the experiment. 
According to Vygotsky (2004), in the wake of the plurality of facts, we are normally 
aware of what lies within our interest, or we are guided by a succession of facts. 
However, scientific observation requires that researchers select beforehand the facts 
that they would observe according to the aims of their investigation. Scientific 
observation does not merely serve “to describe facts, but to explain them, or rather, 
to discover their causes and bases” (Vygotsky, 2004, p. 434). Our observation was 

1 The didactic experiment was structured using Vygotsky’s genetic-experimental method, with 
interest in the genesis and the development of higher psychological functions.

Table 6.1  Didactic experiment: Content of the social role games

1st step Observation of games by children with toys related to means of transport;
2nd step Introduction to subject matter ‘means of transport’ with music, stories, images and 

film strips; and
3rd step Social roles mediated (argument ‘plane’) with thematic objects.
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directed towards a relationship between teaching activities and students´ learning 
evidenced by playful activities.

In the first step of the didactic experiment, we perceived that the children were 
playing with toys related to means of transport, with the mediation of the teacher. 
The following toys were available: a cattle-truck, several types of cars, miniature 
transport kit, Formula One car, truck, bucket truck, construction truck, motorbike, 
jet plane, pink car with jet-ski and coloured building blocks. This step was used to 
observe whether the toys would stimulate the children in creating characters and 
roles within games; how the children-toy relationship would be established; and 
which themes and subject matter would appear in the game.

According to Japiassu (2007), the game’s ontogenetic development consists of 
multiple phases:

	1.	 imitation or manipulation of the objects;
	2.	 pretending, with personification;
	3.	 pretending with personification and projection;
	4.	 projected pretending; and
	5.	 daydreaming.

The situations perceived in the games developed by the children mostly corre-
sponded to the imitation or handling of the objects, such as the movement of the jet 
plane by friction, the movement of the truck around traffic lights or the construction 
of a garage with the coloured blocks to harbour the jet plane. These are activities 
that belong to the first step of the ontogenetic development of games, as described 
by Japiassu (2007). Generally, the games with toys mobilised playful activities gov-
erned by the objects and showed that games in themselves do not make possible the 
game of social roles, or rather, they are not objects that orient the game but the 
subject matter that the children have on a particular theme or argument.

Some games correspond to pretending activities with personification and projec-
tion (Japiassu, 2007). We underscore three situations with these characteristics:

	1.	 several girls started a game with the pink car, the jet-ski, and strawberry-shaped 
dolls to which roles were attributed; however, they soon changed the game and 
started to play with a beauty parlour, with one of them pretending to be the mani-
curist and the others the clients;

	2.	 other children took other roles, such as housewives, residents on a premise or 
invaders of a castle. However, they did not demonstrate specific attitudes in these 
roles, or rather, representation was rather generic; and

	3.	 several children took the role of the interlocutor and the pilot of a racing car, the 
pilot of an army helicopter and the role of mother and son/daughter.

Themes may be also perceived in the games: castle, farm, army, war, Formula One 
race, hotel, beauty parlour, and shopping. Except in the army, beauty parlour, and 
Formula One race themes, the children failed to adopt social roles, such as shop-
keeper or hotel receptionist. In the games involving the themes of army and Formula 
One race, developed by two children, we identified a type of projected pretending. 
This occurs when the child does not use their body in the game but ‘animates’ the 
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objects. According to Japiassu (2007, p. 35), children “construct an imaginary plot 
and materialise the ‘cinema director’ since they coordinate, and simultaneously 
observe, the development of the events in the sites imagined”.

Generally, in the situations under analysis, it became evident that, although chil-
dren were interested in the toys, the latter did not trigger a theme/argument related 
to the ‘means of transport’ subject. At the end of the first step, we observed that:

	1.	 the toys generally provided activities immediately linked to the objects or to 
planned constructs;

	2.	 toys evoked certain themes to the games – for example, the jet plane triggered a 
game with a pilot and enemy armies – but sufficient subject matter is necessary 
on the theme for the development of the game; and

	3.	 the themes/arguments for the game were directed by the set of subject matter that 
the students had, or rather, by the knowledge that they had on the real phenomena.

According to Elkonin (1998), the developmental dynamics of the game are divided 
into two groups: the group of object relationships in which the game’s content lies 
in the activities with the objects and the group of personal relationships in which the 
game’s subject matter lies within the representation of roles related to social rela-
tionships. We perceived that, as a rule, the toys failed to create the representation of 
roles related to human activities.

Consequently, Elkonin’s (1998) conclusion may be restated: toys do not fore-
ground the game; the subject matter that children have on a determined theme fore-
grounds the game. These children had never experienced war and probably they had 
never witnessed a jet plane fire a missile. However, these subject matters, albeit 
distant from their immediate life, are provided by the social media and are imitated 
by the children.

Although children experience many human activities, they reproduce only some 
of them. For instance, children pretend to be manicurists, to be at war, to be mother 
and son/daughter, or rather, they imitate that part of reality that is enhanced in their 
daily life: the beauty industry, violence, and daily relationships. Games reveal that 
children’s worlds are not ‘a fantasy island’, but the reproduction of the social uni-
verse with all its contradictions.

We also observed that social media have appropriated a central role in the forma-
tion of students´ thought. This observation reinforces the school’s need to have a 
more active role in enhancing students’ cultural universe by providing them with 
new subject matter. When the school fails to provide new subject matter to play 
with, when the school thinks it is ‘respecting’ children’s freedom when it gives mere 
space for free playing, it is leaving children in the grip of the only mode of seeing 
and knowing the world normally provided by the cultural industry.

Consequently, the role of schooling is to enrich children’s cultural repertoire so 
that they may have new subject matter and new roles to be enacted in their games. 
Study activities may be the condition for the advancement of children’s knowledge 
about the world and broadening their possibilities for the representation of human 
activities.
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To end the first step of the experiment, we had another meeting. The children 
were divided into three groups and the following themes were drawn: bus, plane and 
ship. During the games, we perceived that the children were not concerned with the 
role rules represented by them. Situations between passengers and driver, between 
pilot and flight attendants, or pedestrians and drivers were not extant. Generally, the 
students were concerned with sounds or movements produced by the means of 
transport.

Consequently, the game of social roles related to the theme ‘means of transport’ 
did not occur since the students did not have the required subject matter to repre-
sent them.

After the analysis of step one of the experiment, in which the children acted 
freely with the objects, we organised the intervention stages to direct the game 
pedagogically. Our aim was to introduce different content related to means of trans-
port and analyse the manner in which games occurred after our intervention. We 
linked the subject matter to literacy situations that are part of the pedagogical tasks 
of Year One primary school. The subject matter ‘means of transport’ is a scientific 
concept to be developed and should be taught theoretically. At this stage, we used 
different types of music, stories and images related to the subject matter.

We started the second step of the didactic experiment with the music “The 
plane”, by Toquinho, where the personified plane speaks about itself. We discussed 
such subject matter as the aim of the trip, whether the trip was a work trip or just for 
fun, the size of the aircraft, its speed and weight. Consequently, owing to the music, 
we encouraged the children to talk on other means of transport they knew to help 
them acknowledge different categories of transport (air, sea, and land).

So that the students would approach the concept ‘means of transport’, we devel-
oped several related activities. For example, we used cutting and pasting activities 
so that the children would create posters with categories related to means of trans-
port. Although children could differentiate air, land and sea means of transport, 
several could not list them as means of transport. In other words, they had not under-
stood the features that make up a means of transport: movement, carrying passen-
gers or cargo, and others. Lack of understanding of the concept was revealed when 
some children wanted to make cuttings of the sky or the sea to make the poster, 
reflecting the situation where

[...] the child uses concepts but is unable to reason for their use. For example, when the 
small child utters the word “father”, even if it uses the term in the proper context, she is not 
aware that it represents a type of parenthood. The use it makes of the term is linked to the 
person, to the object, to the thing in itself and not to the concept. (Sforni, 2004, p. 78)

So that the concept ‘means of transport’ is closer and more relevant to the children, 
we provided a sort of ‘conversation’ for the next meeting. We hung the posters on 
the blackboard and wrote the names of the ‘means of transport’ categories. Using a 
projector, we then showed the children pictures of several means of transport and 
the human activity related to them. Among the means of transport, the plane was 
chosen to continue our experiment. Since air travel is not a common thing within the 
daily life of the participating children, it was expected that it would give us more 
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information in the analysis on the teaching role since their imitations would not be 
based on daily experience.

The following pictures were introduced: a passenger plane with its different sec-
tions (turbines, wings, axis, landing gear), a fighter jet, a supersonic plane, a pilot in 
the cabin, an air traffic controller, control tower, flight attendants, passengers, the 
crew, plane seats, passengers boarding a plane, passengers getting off a plane. As 
the students saw the pictures, we intervened to label the roles of those involved 
when required since some were unknown, such as the air traffic controller and flight 
attendants. Due to their uniform and the act of serving meals, the children associ-
ated the flight attendants with ‘waiters’, a social role which was very close to their 
experience.

In another meeting, two film strips2 with plane and airport scenes were shown. 
We chose scenes depicting the airport environments, departure of passengers, take-
off of plane, the relationship between flight attendants and passengers, the pilot’s 
communication with passengers and others. After discussing what was happening in 
the scenes and the role of each person, the following invitation was given: “Let’s 
pretend we are on a plane”. Imitation of the scenes were practically without any 
dialogue and the students who had the role of the passengers did not manifest them-
selves verbally, or rather, they did not ask the help of the flight attendants and did 
not interact with each other. Imitation was rather timid and did not last long.

The above result showed that students were not involved in the social roles of 
each person on the plane. It was not a theme close to the daily life of the children, 
with scant subject matter in the pretending representation. The subject matter on 
this type of means of transport did not ‘take off’. In fact, it was a key factor for the 
continuation of the investigation: “[...] If we want children to play at planes, sol-
diers, drivers, if we want that a role or another is practiced by the children, they 
should, above all, generalise the corresponding social functions and behavior rules” 
(Elkonin, 1987, p. 92).

We asked whether the game of social roles was always related to what children 
experienced in the home or what they saw on TV. “Can the school, through subject 
content, add new elements or new arguments to the children’s games?” “Is it pos-
sible that the school makes clear certain behavioural norms of existing social func-
tions beyond the daily lives of the children?”

In the first place, it seems that children only play with things they have experi-
enced: games represent situations of daily life. According to Elkonin (1998), knowl-
edge on the social functions of a determined person and their behavioural norms are 
required in order for children to enact the role. If they do not enact the roles, this is 
taken to mean that these social functions are not yet present in children’s awareness, 
due to lack of sufficient knowledge of that human activity. In other words, although 
children know that pilots drive a plane and that the flight attendant serves 

2 Films were Plano de Vôo [Flightplan] and Vôo Noturno [Red Eye]. Since they are films for adults, 
only scenes for children were exhibited.
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passengers, they are not aware of how this is done, nor do they know the relation-
ships between the crew and the pilot, for instance.

Prior to playing the role of pilot, soldier, physician and others, small children 
know that pilots fly planes, soldiers fight against the enemy and shoot, the physician 
cures children and gives them vaccine. But the procedure in piloting planes, the 
relationship between the pilot and other crew members or passengers, the plane etc.; 
the manner in which the soldier acts, his [sic] management of weapons, his [sic] 
attitude with his [sic] superiors or comrades; the way the physician acts, his [sic] 
relationships with patients etc., all this was not sufficiently differentiated and gener-
alised by the children (Elkonin, 1987).

Consequently, when children represent the social roles of certain people, they are 
also internalising social norms. However, children must learn what and how people 
do in order to represent the role. During our didactic experiment, we informed the 
children with stories, music, images and scenes of people and objects related to 
means of transport. We discussed the attitude of people and how they behaved on 
a plane.

In the third step of our didactic experiment, we organised the game of social roles 
on the theme ‘plane’, with several thematic objects. We wanted to analyse the man-
ner in which children played after they learned more about human activities on a 
plane or in the airport. The objects comprised identity tags, ties, earphones, trays, 
oxygen masks, radio communicator, travel bags and uniform. The thematic objects 
actually became the most attractive elements of the game for the children. According 
to Elkonin (1998), the thematic objects help children in their representations and, 
gradually, they may be removed so that children’s attention would be focused on 
behavioural norms of each social role rather than on the handling of the objects. 
Hence, Elkonin (1998) has recommended not overloading the game with unneces-
sary accessories.

When we reminded the children of the function of each person on a plane or an 
airport, we formed two groups, with approximately 10 children in each, to play in 
separate rooms so that we would have better conditions to observe the development 
of the activity. In Group 1 and in Group 2, the distribution of roles, organised by the 
children themselves, did not occur without conflicts. The roles of pilot and flight 
attendants were greatly disputed. Few children wanted to have the role of passen-
gers and no one wanted to be the flight controller. According to Elkonin (1998), 
children prefer a determined role because they want to achieve their desires through 
representation: “In general, the preferred roles are those of people that occupy a 
special place in society” (Elkonin, 1998, p. 100).

We told the children that the game would be repeated several times and that all 
would have the opportunity of playing other roles. Thus, children who had the role 
of flight attendants served the passengers and this scene was repeated several times: 
the passengers asked for something to eat and the flight attendants served them 
meals. Children who represented pilots did not speak to passengers prior to depar-
ture and the flights controllers did not know exactly what to do. Perhaps, such a 
social role is still unknown by many people.
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When these steps were covered, two issues were raised about the relationship 
between the playing and study activities. The first deals with the premise that the 
game of the social role should be enriched by subject matter. Lack of knowledge on 
social activities and their respective acts make it impossible for children to play 
roles as they are played in real life. The other issue comprises the importance of 
intentional and systematised teaching given by the school. Free games reveal sev-
eral social problems. When no pedagogical orientation is extant, the playing activity 
does not necessarily promote the planned learning, highly disseminated in educa-
tional media. It is in the school that we should explore new themes for games and 
permit students to appropriate new subject matters.

Elkonin (1998) insists on the importance of the teacher knowing the psychologi-
cal nature of games within children’s development. The teacher’s role involves pro-
viding themes for the game and making it possible for children to represent several 
social roles. If children play alone, without the teacher’s help, they play with what 
they know and roles remain unchanged.

So that children may experiment with new roles, they have to mobilise percep-
tions for the details of such activity; they should be attentive to body and oral lan-
guage used by the person imitated, memorise behaviour forms and imagine 
situations that go beyond the more immediate life context. So that this may occur, it 
is necessary that the teacher allows direct contact with people who have different 
functions or speak about these persons, making available to children several knowl-
edge sources (Elkonin, 1998).

It would be greatly productive for children’s development if they also play the 
roles of astronauts and extraterrestrial beings, forest guardians and endangered ani-
mals, traffic policemen and drivers, and air traffic controllers and pilots. Several 
subject matters and behavioural norms of different social functions would be appro-
priate for them and, consequently, their cultural repertoire would be greater 
and wider.

�Final Considerations

The teaching of scientific concepts through playfulness lies within the pedagogical 
mediation necessary in the context of Year One primary education. This, in turn, 
makes possible qualitative steps forward in children’s development at this schooling 
stage. When children learn new subject matter, they are aware of other spheres of 
human activities which broaden their role representations and their access to other 
forms of thought, abstraction, and generalisation. These are basic for later school 
years and for world comprehension.

Teacher intervention in games does not necessarily mean their physical presence 
with the children, but in the organisation of the activity, the selection of the subject 
matter, and the means for their incorporation to the students´ games. In other words, 
mediation in Year One primary education comprehends new arguments for pretend-
ing games and for teaching subject matter so that the students may have elements to 

6  Play-Study Unit: The Pedagogical Conduct of Year One in Maringa, Brazil



100

play with and to study. This does not result in a stop to playing; on the contrary, it 
means providing the necessary substrate in children’s development.

We share the presupposition of Vygotsky (2012) when he states that we cannot 
teach what is already known and we cannot teach only what is at the level of chil-
dren’s development. Progress would cease. Based on the experiment above, we con-
clude that when the school provides subject matter which is different from that 
known by children, it broadens the symbolic tools with which children react to the 
world through games and studies.

Although playfulness and study do not have the same structure, both have a com-
mon feature: subject matter. Activities related to subject matter demonstrate the 
pathway to conduct teaching rationally within Year One primary. This means that 
one should not strengthen the difference between these two activities, opposing 
them, one linked to pleasure and the other to duty, reserving space for one and then 
for the other. The unity of the two within the subject matter should be enacted, 
gradually evaluating giving pleasure through knowledge, and emphasising the rich-
ness of the novel place occupied by primary school students.

Playfulness and study are different activities but equally important in Year One 
primary school. One should not make a choice. When we only teach subject matter 
to children, we would be removing what is proper to childhood. When we provide 
only games, we would neglect the right of children to access systematised knowl-
edge (Marega, 2010; Marega & Sforni, 2011).

Games may trigger in children the need to learn subject content which pervades 
their lives. Further, the learning of curricular subject matter may broaden their rep-
ertoire for games and playfulness. The organisation of teaching through the inter-
weaving of these activities enriches both in a reciprocal manner, and rationally 
contributes to the transition process. Such organisation prevents a crisis that tends to 
occur by suddenly rupturing playfulness simply because children legally have 
moved to mandatory schooling.
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Chapter 7
The Transition from Early Childhood 
Education to Fundamental Education 
in São Paulo, Brazil: Formatives 
and Political (Dis)Agreements?

Patrícia Dias Prado  and Angélica de Almeida Merli 

Abstract  This chapter presents analyses of doctoral research being conducted 
through the School of Education at the University of São Paulo (FEUSP) which 
investigates children’s transition from early childhood education to fundamental 
education, within the Municipal Education Network of the city of São Paulo/SP, 
Brazil. The data have been generated through observation, monitoring and coordi-
nation of training meetings on the theme, with a target audience of professionals 
working in early childhood education and in the early years of fundamental educa-
tion. Data include field notes, audio recordings and video (with permission), and 
document analysis of municipal and federal policies, informed by the field of child-
hood pedagogy. In addition to showing how curricula documents have addressed 
this transition, the joint analyses of the comments and reflections of professionals 
reveal the importance of: orientations to educational units, management and teach-
ing teams to reduce disruptions in the passage of children from one step to the other; 
expansion of spaces for integrated training among professionals in early childhood 
education and fundamental education; the role of teaching and management teams 
in the actions of articulation between the two stages, with emphasis on pedagogical 
coordination; and the guarantee of the right to childhood, to play, and to the care and 
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�Introduction

This chapter uses a number of acronyms, which are listed here for clarity.

BNCC	 National Common Curriculum Base
DCNEI	 National Curriculum Guidelines for Child Education
DRE	 Regional Education Directorates
EB	 Basic Education
EF		 Fundamental Education
EI		 Early Childhood Education
EMEF	 Municipal Elementary School
EMEI	 Municipal School of Early Childhood Education
PPP	 Pedagogical Political Project
RME	 Municipal Education Network
SME	 Municipal Education Secretariat
UE	 Educational Unit

In his discussion of childhood education in Brazil, Abramowicz (2009) presents 
the idea of childhood as an experience, and considers “what the elementary school 
proposes as a childhood experience for children” (p. 317). In Brazil, one of the con-
sequences of the expansion of fundamental education (EF) to 9  years, resulting 
from the implementation of Law No. 11.274, of 6 February 2006 (Brasil, 2006), has 
been increased discussion about the reception of children and their families into the 
stage of basic education (EB). Discussion has also canvassed a need to consider 
early schooling for young children in early childhood education (EI) and the possi-
bility of guaranteeing the right to childhood and play in elementary education as 
well as EI (Quinteiro & Carvalho, 2007).

In Brasil, the women’s movements and Child Education Forums have struggled 
to expand and democratise EI for all. However, while EI is recognised as the first 
stage of basic education (EB) the public financing policy for EB did not include EI 
in FUNDEB (Fund for Maintenance and Development of Basic Education and 
Valorization of Education Professionals (Brasil, 2020)). In addition, it was argued 
that there was a lack of public money in underdeveloped countries to subsidise both 
early childhood education (EI) (for children aged 4–5 years) and elementary educa-
tion (EF) (for children aged 6–14) simultaneously, and for many years, the latter 
was established as the stage in which more should be invested, as the return would 
be greater:

Therefore, the expansion of one year of schooling is an economic educational policy, 
because, on the one hand, the expansion of Early Childhood Education would burden the 
State and, on the other, the State was already paying, in practice, in some municipalities, for 
this expansion. (Abramowicz, 2009, p. 319)

The economic bias was the focus for the expansion of EF. However, this was not 
accompanied by pedagogical actions to welcome children into the first year of 
EF. Children who had recently turned 6 years of age, or even younger, were referred 
to the EF without the school and its professionals having been minimally prepared 
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to receive them, or to consider which inherent aspects of the education of young 
children should be relevant to guide the developing practices.

More than 10 years after the implementation of the 9 year EF, there is still a lack 
of coordination between this stage and the one before it (EI). The lack of dialogue 
between professionals at both stages, although the normative and curricular docu-
ments emphasise the need to reduce disruptions in the transition, is still a weakness 
and a point of attention to be considered by the Education Secretariats in policy 
proposals, as well as in training and implementation of the guidelines contained in 
the documents.

Recognising this gap, this chapter presents analyses resulting from ongoing doc-
toral research within the Faculty of Education of the University of São Paulo 
(FEUSP). It highlights the emerging need for reflection on the transition of children 
from EI to EF, based on the comments and perspectives of teachers, managers and 
policy-makers. The study is based on principles of qualitative research (Ludke & 
André, 1986) and action research, chosen for linking different dimensions of knowl-
edge, and in the search to bridge the gap between colonising science and invisible 
science in the geopolitics of scientific knowledge (Sousa & Oliveira, 2018). Data 
collection occurred during training meetings with Municipal Education Network 
(RME) professionals, from both EI and EF, in São Paulo, with the common objec-
tives of discussing and reflecting on the education of children in the two dis-
tinct spaces.

First, the meetings of an optional professional learning course in the first semes-
ter of 2018 were observed. The course was titled “The teaching practice of the 
childhood teacher: between ruptures, continuities and transitions”, and was pro-
moted by one of the 13 Regional Education Directorates (DREs), of the Municipal 
Education Network. The target audience was managers and teachers working in 
EI and EF.

Topics for the course meetings were organised around the following themes: 
childhood pedagogy; teaching; teaching identity; integrated curriculum; organisa-
tion of time, physical space/environments and interactions; and pedagogical docu-
mentation. The DRE, responsible for the course, offered 50 places: 33 registrations 
were made and at the last meeting there were 11 people present. The trainers used 
slides, with images and excerpts from the regional network’s documents and 
selected publications as a theoretical framework, which triggered the proposed 
reflections and discussions.

From the second semester of 2018 to the first semester of 2020, the researchers 
coordinated monthly meetings of the study group “Transitions” at the School of 
Education, University of São Paulo, FEUSP, with the same target audience. An 
average of 10 professionals from EI and EF, working in different DREs in the same 
network, attended these meetings. Among the topics discussed were: Why is it 
important to talk about transition? How to be a teacher of young children in early 
childhood education and elementary school? Nine year elementary school and the 
impacts on pedagogical proposals for/with young children in EI and EF; Pedagogical 
documentation as a powerful tool for articulation between EI and EF; and What is 
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necessary for professional training so that the educational concepts and proposals 
from EI to EF are conceived as continuities?

In both the Optional Course and Study Group investigated, data were generated 
through field notes and audio recordings (with some on video), following prior per-
mission of the collaborating professionals participating in the research and of the 
Municipal Secretary of Education of São Paulo (SME/SP). The methodological 
approaches and instruments used followed the ethical procedures established for 
scientific research in Human Sciences, in accordance with University of São Paulo 
Code of Ethics. These approaches involved documentary analysis of municipal and 
federal policies, in the light of the production of research in the field of childhood 
pedagogy (Faria, 2014; Oliveira-Formosinho, 2016; Prado & Souza, 2017).

In this chapter, the focus of the analyses is the data generated in the year 2018, 
from the five meetings of the Optional Course and six meetings of the “Transitions” 
Study Group.

�The Transition in the Comments of Teachers, Managers 
and Policies

The search for references to the theme of the transition of children from EI to EF in 
normative and curricular documents leads us to publications such as the National 
Curriculum Guidelines for Early Childhood Education (DCNEI) (Brasil, 2010, 
p. 29), which states that:

Early Childhood Education institutions must create procedures for monitoring pedagogical 
work and for assessing the development of children, with no objective of selection, promo-
tion or classification, ensuring: […] The continuity of the learning processes through the 
creation of strategies appropriate to the different moments of transition experienced by the 
child (transition from home/institution of Early Childhood Education, transitions within the 
institution, transition from daycare to pre-school and transition from pre-school to 
Elementary School).

In addition, the DCNEI contains an item that addresses the articulation of EI with 
EF, highlighting that in the transition between the stages it is necessary to: “ensure 
continuity in the learning and development process, respecting age specificities”, 
without anticipating EF content (Brasil, 2010, p. 30).

More recently, the National Common Curricular Base (BNCC) was approved 
(Brasil, 2017). It is a mandatory document to be considered in the preparation of 
curricular proposals for education networks across the country, in which there are 
guidelines regarding the transition process from EI to EF. Item 3.3 of the BNCC 
highlights the necessary attention to the transition process between the stages, so 
that the changes occur in a balanced way, guaranteeing “integration and continuity 
of the children’s learning processes” (Brasil, 2017, p. 51):

It becomes necessary to establish strategies of acceptance and adaptation for both children 
and teachers, so that the new stage is built on what the child knows and is capable of doing, 
in a perspective of continuity in their educational path.
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Documents from the Municipal Education Network of São Paulo, in which data 
were collected for the research shared in this chapter, also address the issue of tran-
sition and articulation between EI and EF.

Normative guidance n° 01, of December 2013, entitled “Evaluation in Early 
Childhood Education: Improving Looks” (São Paulo, 2014), highlights in its item 
XI – Articulation of Child Education with Elementary Education – that the benefits 
of learning built by children cannot be disrupted in the transition between stages. 
Therefore, it is necessary to plan this process and integrated pedagogical proposals, 
considering “the conception of child/childhood, the organization of spaces and 
times, the valorization of playing, the ludic and the imagination” (São Paulo, 2014, 
p. 26). Further:

The transition process from early childhood education to elementary education must con-
template from the curriculum, understood as a living instrument, to the creation of adequate 
spaces, both in the rooms and in the external area, in addition to practices that make child/
children so they can develop their children’s peer cultures. (São Paulo, 2014, p. 27)

The normative orientation (São Paulo, 2014) also highlights the important role of 
teaching records, both in the evaluation processes (Merli, 2015; Prado & Merli, 
2018), and in transition, considering that these enable EF professionals to learn 
about the educational work and the processes experienced by children in EI schools. 
In the EI units of the Municipal Education Network São Paulo, individual descrip-
tive reports of children are prepared each semester, shared with their families during 
the period when the children are attending EI and sent to the EMEFs (Municipal 
Elementary Schools) during the children’s transition to the first year of EF.

In one of the study group meetings, several comments by the professionals pres-
ent highlighted the important role of reports in the transition to EF:

If we are talking about transition, one element that will connect is the report;
The way it was written, you can already understand the concepts;
The report can be a tool for EMEF to get closer to children and families
(Study Group Professionals, 10 September 2018).

In 2015, the Municipal Education Secretariat (SME) of São Paulo, published the 
document “Integrating Curriculum for Children in São Paulo” (São Paulo, 2015), 
which sought to promote reflections on pedagogical practices aimed at a transition 
process that articulated the work developed across both EI and EF. The document 
makes reference to the National Curriculum Guidelines for Basic Education (Brasil, 
2013), highlighting the need to share the same conceptions and principles through 
the educational stages, so that there are no breaks, as:

[…] childhood is not divided into unrelated and decontextualized compartments, as the 
child who goes to a new Educational Unit remains the same, and the experiences in each 
Unit must be diverse, elaborate and specific for small groups, but coherent and continuous, 
although not linear. (São Paulo, 2015, p. 26)

The curriculum document for EF in the São Paulo Network, published in notebooks 
by areas as curricula components, presents a common introductory section that 
addresses the theme of transitions between EI and EF, and between Elementary 
School I (years 1–5) and II (years 6–9). It highlights teachers as protagonists of the 
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curriculum and the role of the management team in promoting articulation between 
the two stages: “teachers from the same area, from different areas; the same cycle 
and the different cycles in the curricular discussions and in the organization of the 
plans with a view to better serving the students of that school community” (São 
Paulo, 2019a, p. 21).

As in official documents of the network participating in this study, the comments 
of the professionals participating in the training meetings highlight the role of the 
management team in the transition and articulation processes between EI and EF, in 
addition to important reflections and questions: “How [do I] exercise my supervi-
sory role, guiding the units, if I don’t prepare for it?” (School Supervisor in Optional 
Course, 18 September 2018).

What does this comment suggest? One interpretation might be that the profes-
sional puts herself in the role of someone who needs to be trained in order to be able 
to intervene in everyday issues inherent to the function and role she occupies. 
Sometimes, it was the teachers who highlighted the importance of the management 
team in the articulation between the stages and, in relation to school supervision, 
and emphasised its “important role as a central axis of articulation in the territory” 
(EI Teacher in Optional Course, 18 September 2018).

When thinking about the role of the management team in the articulation between 
the stages and the necessary continuity in the educational process, some comments 
noted the need to address, also with managers, the specifics of working with chil-
dren, with regard to spaces and times for play in EF schools. It was assumed that the 
right to childhood, to play and to be a protagonist is something to be guaranteed 
both to children and to teachers in EI and EF. In one of the Optional Course meet-
ings, a teacher asked: “Do you address this issue of the importance of playing and 
spaces in meetings with EMEF managers? At EMEF, I play half hidden because I 
am afraid of being misunderstood” (EF Teacher in Optional Course, 9 October 2018).

The attentive look at and the appreciation of the children’s right to play in EI and 
EF reappeared in further comments from this same teacher as something to be the 
focus of training for both teaching and management teams, in order to favour the 
articulation between the stages and within the Educational Units (UEs) themselves. 
In this regard, the teacher said:

… justifying, I think that today it shouldn’t be necessary in the network anymore, the city 
hall is so advanced in these discussions! That is why I ask for your collaboration (DRE 
trainers) in the training of directors, mainly from EMEFs. Justifying why you are joking is 
an energy that should be spared for the teacher, having to justify, having to fight, raising the 
flag… (EF Teacher in Optional Course, 9 October 2018).

The teacher’s anguish was revealed in other moments of the Optional Course, 
always highlighting the importance that the concepts and guidelines for working 
with children were also discussed with the management teams. It was argued that, 
being limited only to training of teachers, the practices proposed in the educational 
units can be misinterpreted by professionals who do not follow the discussions, 
causing differences in practices and discussions to emerge within the same educa-
tion unit.
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Other comments revealed that there is still a need for integration between profes-
sionals from the same Educational Unit:

Sometimes it happens at the school itself … there is no conversation between the teachers, 
a more general line of work, an alignment of ideas (EF Teacher in Optional Course, 28 
September 2018)

If elementary school teachers had access to what is proposed, to the goals of the pre-
school… this is not only the CEI (Center for Early Childhood Education) for EMEI 
(Municipal School of Early Childhood Education) and EMEI for EMEF, this is a series for 
the other, that is not clear (EF Teacher in Optional Course, 2 October 2018).

From these comments, it is clear that investment in integrated work is sometimes 
something to be done within the institutions themselves and, in parallel, expanding 
understanding of articulation requires working with other educational units. In this 
sense, pedagogical coordination plays an essential role in continuing in-service 
training and establishing strategies for articulation and continuity in pedagogical 
actions.

In the City Curriculum: Elementary Education (São Paulo, 2019a) there is refer-
ence to the entry of children in the first year of EF and their experiences in the lit-
eracy cycle, highlighting that:

The Literacy Cycle (1st, 2nd and 3rd year) marks the student’s entry into Elementary 
School. For some children, it is the beginning of school life; for others, the transition 
towards a new teaching stage. In both cases, they are children between five and six years old 
who have different knowledge and experiences in their family, social and cultural contexts 
and who are also anxious for the construction of new learning, among them, the expansion 
of the use of practices of language in the context of systematic education. (São Paulo, 
2019a, p. 96)

The transition of EI children to a new stage, to a new institutional context, demands 
that their different knowledge and experiences be welcomed in EF. This welcoming 
presupposes the knowledge, on the part of those who work in the early years of the 
EF, of the paths experienced by the children who have left EI. The records sent from 
the EI units to the EMEFs are powerful instruments for sharing the work done and 
for the consequent proposal of practices in continuity.

However, in addition to a careful analysis of these records, reflections and dis-
cussions about working with children can favour transitions with fewer disruptions. 
In this sense, comments like:

I think that the concept of childhood is not very clear to teachers of EMEF (Pedagogical 
Coordinator of EI in Optional Course, 18 September 2018)

There is a misalignment between what first year teachers expect from children who 
arrive from EI and the work that is done there (EI Teacher in a Study Group, 13 
November 2018)

show the divergence of conceptions and practices in working with children.
Continuing inservice training that, in the Municipal Education Network in São 

Paulo is accompanied by pedagogical coordination, can constitute moments for the 
establishment of: “transition actions also for teachers, talking about the pedagogy of 
childhood in training” (Pedagogical Coordinator in a Study Group, 10 December 
2018). Regarding the possibilities for discussing transitions in inservice training, it 
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was pointed out that it would be essential to propose training that supports teachers 
in their practices, that is, “think about training, workshops, because I feel that they 
(teachers) no longer know how to welcome children in the transition to EMEFs” 
(Pedagogical Coordinator in Study Group, 10 December 2018).

Therefore, the use of inservice training moments in EF schools to discuss wel-
coming children from EI, favouring reflections and collective planning, is a path 
pointed out as providing an important strategy to overcome disruptions in the pro-
cess of educational transition.

The comments of the participating professionals also highlight the field of child-
hood pedagogy as an area for further training. However, bringing together profes-
sionals from early childhood education and elementary education in pursuing this 
pedagogical approach presents challenges, particularly around the expectations of 
children in the first year of elementary school in areas such a literacy (Britto, 2005).

In February 2019, the Municipal Education Secretariat (SME) published two 
documents in which the theme of transition and articulation between the stages is 
also addressed. In SME Normative Instruction No. 02, of 02/06/2019, there is refer-
ence to Ordinance No. 7598/2016 (São Paulo, 2019c), in which procedures are 
established for the issuance of the educational documentation prepared in EI, as a 
way of evidencing the children’s learning and development processes at the end of 
this stage (São Paulo, 2016).

Another document recently published by SME in São Paulo was the City 
Curriculum: Early Childhood Education (São Paulo, 2019b), in which there is a 
chapter dedicated to the theme of transitions. The chapter entitled “Articulating 
early childhood education and the early years of elementary education” is subdi-
vided into five items that address aspects such as: integrative dimensions of EI and 
EF, curricular integration, transitions in EI and transition from EI to EF.

This document, which has integrated education as one of its basic principles, 
highlights the need for reflection on transitions “so that the continuity of the chil-
dren’s learning processes is respected and there are no sudden breaks” (São Paulo, 
2019b, p. 158). There is also an emphasis on the role of the management and teach-
ing teams, and of families and/or guardians of the children, in the sense of “building 
clear processes of articulation, through meetings, interviews, welcoming actions, 
parents school, child councils, murals, newspaper, youth press, school councils, 
etc.” (São Paulo, 2019b, p. 159).

Emphasis on the role of management in the processes of articulation between the 
stages also was present in the reflections of the formative meetings surveyed, in 
comments such as:

If the directors do not get close to things, the pedagogical coordinator is overloaded;

A group out of tune gets sick;

For us it is complex to deconstruct this, we need to be aligned, very sure of what we are 
doing, to speak with a lot of coherence and propriety, because it will not be an easy job 
(referring to the discussion of transitions in the in-service training) (Pedagogical 
Coordinators in Study Groups, 4 October 2018 and 10 December 2018).
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The curricular document Curriculum of the City: Child Education (São Paulo, 
2019b) also presents possibilities for supporting transition processes, such as:

[…] hold sectoral meetings to outline actions to implement the City Curriculum, analyse 
the continuity of PPPs (Pedagogical Political Projects), organize transition projects in the 
territories, articulate with the Municipal and State UEs from the perspective of the belong-
ing of the children to the territory. It is known that it is a challenge to break with practices 
that have historically been constituted, but it is necessary to start by integrating managers, 
teachers and educators and drawing up a plan for transitions to the territory. (São Paulo, 
2019b, p. 163)

In addition to actions at territorial levels, such as those pointed out in the excerpt 
above, there are references to the need to establish public policies for professional 
training, in which integrated training meetings are prioritised:

In addition to individual, regional or group of teacher(s) initiatives, it is essential that public 
policies increasingly favour curricular integration, providing integrated and collective train-
ing with teacher(s) of children from 0 to 12 years old, addressing the theme transition 
between levels. These lines of continuity are not ready: they need to be imagined, discussed, 
reflected, woven, transformed into propositions that are established as milestones of this 
necessary integration. (São Paulo, 2019b, p. 162)

The comments of the professionals in the researched course and study group rein-
force the importance of expanding formative meetings guided by the theme of inte-
gration and articulation between the stages, in order to reduce the disruptions in the 
process of transition from EI to EF:

How many moments do we have to sit down and discuss with Fundamental? This is still a 
timid movement that we hope will expand … making this approximation is very difficult 
(School supervisor in Optional Course, 10 December 2018);

There are things that must come from the teacher, from the school, and not from the govern-
ment. It is necessary to create demand for new legislation to be generated … let us do it 
(School supervisor in Optional Course, 2 October 2018);

You need to dig spaces instead of waiting for SME documents (School supervisor in 
Optional Course, 2 October 2018).

These comments from EI and EF professionals highlight the need to promote inte-
grated training meetings to broaden the debate and reflections on the articulation 
between EI and EF. Part of the aim of these meetings could be to promote transfor-
mative approaches by encouraging participants to problematise their own practices 
as well as the practices of other professionals working with children from 0 to 
12 years old.

As stated by Gobbi and Pinazza (2014, pp. 11–12):

(…) education should be thought of as a promoter of children’s learning, committed to 
respecting the manifestations of the multiple languages of children and, thus, concerned 
with guaranteeing girls’ and boys’ spaces and means in which their language expressions 
can be present, being understood in its entirety and complexity by all.

Faria (2014) presents reflections on the gaps in teacher training evidenced by the 
reality of daycare centres and preschools. Reference is made to Quinteiro and 
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Carvalho (2007) and research on the early years of EF, in schools in the State of 
Santa Catarina/Brazil that, “show the various modalities of child participation and, 
therefore, point out a strong criticism of teacher education that does not contemplate 
the young citizen and mischaracterizes him [sic] as ‘without light’, only as a stu-
dent” (Faria, 2014, p. 162).

Regarding training courses that aim to articulate the different stages and support 
the transition processes, the teachers participating in the research pointed out that:

Teachers ask ‘what did you do at EMEI?’, because they are unaware of the EMEI environ-
ment and the work done there (Pedagogical Coordinator of EI in Optional Course, 28 
September 2018)

Spaces need to talk so that one respects the work of the other (DRE Trainer in an Optional 
Course, 18 September 2018)

I think this dialogue that is starting, but did not exist, is very important, the change in the 
9-year elementary education justified the need for this dialogue (Assistant Director at EI in 
Optional Course, 18 September 2018)

It is necessary to look at the EMEFs and think that childhood needs to be taken care 
of in this context as well (School Supervisor in an Optional Course, 18 
September 2018)

To have integration, you have to be willing; if the teacher doesn’t want it, it doesn’t work 
(EI Pedagogical Coordinator in Study Group, 9 October 2018).

The perception of this need to expand the integration between professionals of the 
two stages in training moments is what has been driving the research presented here. 
It is not possible to think about the articulation between EI and EF during the chil-
dren’s transitions from one stage to the next, without considering the transitions of 
the professionals between them. It is essential, therefore, to provide spaces for dis-
cussion and integration that allow those who work with children in EI, or in EF, to 
get to know, discuss and reflect collectively on the specificities of small and large 
children, their education, as well as their own conceptions and teaching practices in 
childhood.

�Conclusions: Document and Analyse Pathways, 
Favour Continuities

The expansion of elementary education to nine years established the entry of 6-year-
old children to school and, at the same time, subtracted one year from their experi-
ences in early childhood education. As a result, the debate about the work to be 
developed in the EF has expanded, focusing particularly on the need to consider the 
specificities of childhood and to ensure that the transition process is marked by 
continuities, through the development of strategies to overcome possible ruptures in 
the passage from one stage to another.
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The possibilities for this to occur have been the subject of discussions and reflec-
tions in different training spaces and also in educational units that have come to 
have a close look at the transition and articulation between the first two stages of 
basic education (EI and EF). However, the perspectives present in curricular docu-
ments, norms and training spaces have pointed to the necessary expansion of inte-
grated training between EI and EF professionals, as ways for them to discuss and 
reflect on the different roles assumed and pedagogical practices with children, both 
in early childhood schools and elementary education units.

Professionals from EI and EF who were involved in the research meetings dis-
cussed weaknesses in policy and practice, as well as needs and possibilities for 
articulation and the promotion of transitions with few disruptions. The growing 
movement of discussion on the topic of transitions was pointed out and specific 
actions that have been developed in different territories were reported, such as: vis-
its by EMEI children to EMEFs; meetings organised by school supervision teams 
integrating EI and EF; revisions of guidance to EI families on the transition to 
EMEFs; projects involving children from both stages, such as meetings, exchange 
of letters and drawings; partnerships between the pedagogical coordination of 
EMEIs and EMEFs in the analysis of reports and records, and pedagogical 
documentation.

These findings reiterate those reported by Motta (2013, p. 17):

That the transition between Early Childhood Education and Elementary Education works 
through the construction of ‘bridges’ that link these two segments, especially from the 
continuity in reading and writing activities that recognize the social function of this practice.

That the children in their classes are perceived in their child dimension, not reducing 
them to a social role component of the child condition.

That they recognize in school learning the role of mediation between spontaneous and 
scientific knowledge so that they effectively contribute to the construction of higher mental 
functions.

That reintroduce the dimension of the body in the classroom without dichotomizing 
thought and movement.

The comments of the teachers and managers in the research meetings also reveal, 
among other aspects, the expectations that the professionals of one stage have in 
relation to the work performed in the other, showing the need to expand the spaces 
of integrated training among professionals in early childhood education and ele-
mentary education. They also highlight the perception of the essential role of man-
agement teams, especially pedagogical coordination, in the actions of articulation in 
the transition process between the two stages.

The analysis of the records sent by EMEIs to EMEFs is revealed as a potent pos-
sibility for the establishment of articulations between EI and EF. This is because the 
pedagogical documentation reveals paths experienced by children and teachers, in 
addition to sharing knowledge about the work performed and the concepts that 
underlie it. However, documenting and recording routes alone are not tools for 
reflection and training that favour continuities. Therefore, it is essential that they be 
taken as objects of study and analysis.
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As Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho (2019, p. 109) emphasise:

Professionals have the civic right and duty to monitor the development of pedagogy in 
everyday life and to document its consequences on learning and thus obtain information 
(from pedagogical documentation) that allows them to take a longitudinal look at children’s 
learning, and not an instant verification at a predetermined and out-of-context moment.

Larrosa (2015, p. 193) points out that: “the effectiveness of educational actions is 
determined by its power to move from the possible to the real”. The training spaces 
considered in this research are powerful means for reaching what sometimes appears 
in the comments of both education professionals and educational policies, but that 
has not yet reached practice.

The comments highlight proposals and reflections on the transition and articula-
tion between EI and EF. However, in order to actually be able to innovate practices, 
it is essential to move from discourses to effective actions, in which children’s rights 
to childhood, play, leadership, inventiveness, and the experiences of multiple lan-
guages (Edwards et al., 1999; Merli, 2015; Prado & Souza, 2017) are guaranteed in 
line with the specificities of children’s education in EI and EF.

Strategies to advance from discussion to practice, expand training spaces, pro-
mote effective transition, and articulate actions between early childhood education 
and elementary education presuppose the profound and potent involvement of pro-
fessionals not only in these settings, but also those who work in the Education 
Secretariats, through which public policies for professional training are promoted as 
a right and, in a sense of continuity, are also formative.

In this way, when all involved assume responsibility for analysing and problema-
tising practice and for working together to support transition processes, there is the 
potential for positive change to occur.
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Chapter 8
Playing, Participating, and Learning 
in Fundamental Education (Grades 1–9) 
in São Paulo, Brazil: What Do the Children 
Say?

Thais Monteiro Ciardella  and Cláudia Valentina Assumpção Galian 

Abstract  The goal of this chapter is to incorporate children’s views into reflection 
on the curriculum proposed for the early grades of fundamental education, based on 
what children enrolled in the early grades in a public fundamental education school 
in São Paulo/Brazil choose as identifying elements of the school and its practices. 
In a dialogue with the elements the children made known, we discuss the transitions 
taking place throughout the fundamental education program that bring changes in 
how children enact their rights to play, participate and learn at school. As core prin-
ciples, the child was seen as subject and the research with children was seen as a 
relevant aspect to advance debates on curriculum and its specificities during the 
early grades of fundamental education, in the search for creating conditions that are 
favorable to the learning process and respectful towards children.

�Introduction

In Brazil, Law n° 11.114/2005 (Brasil, 2005) established that, at the age of 6 years, 
it is compulsory for children to attend fundamental education schools. Previously, 
the age for compulsory attendance was 7 years. Moving the enrolment age back one 
year and consequently extending this elementary education stage to nine years 
points out the need for advancing early childhood education in Brazilian 
fundamental education schools. To date, investigating how children represent ‘being 
in a fundamental education school’ and building meanings for school and learning 
opportunities, are issues that have scarcely been explored by Brazilian researchers 
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(Barbosa & Delgado, 2012; Ciardella, 2019; Gesser & Furtado, 2013; Quinteiro & 
Carvalho, 2007).

Since the National Curriculum Guidelines for the nine-year fundamental educa-
tion program (Brasil, 2010) were established in Brazil, and within the scope of cur-
riculum studies, we have observed attempts at building school culture that take into 
account the transition from early childhood education (for children aged 4–5 years) 
to fundamental education (for children aged 6–14 across grades 1–9). Our approach 
has focused on respecting the right to social quality education and to students’ mul-
tiple childhood and teenage years throughout this nine-year period (Brasil, 2010). 
To research the transitions within this scenario means to value the place childhood 
and children’s culture occupy in the fundamental education curriculum, while draw-
ing attention to its specificities.

In line with the official national curriculum guidelines, we point out the school’s 
relevance in building a curriculum that ensures children’s access to dialogue with 
knowledge that is historically built by society, the inclusion of an already existing 
culture, and the creation of the possibilities to give it a new meaning based on how 
children look at it. Valuing childhood and contact with scientific knowledge and 
culture are experiences that characterise the singularity of the pedagogical work 
with children (both in early childhood education and fundamental education) and, 
as such, they should guide the curriculum of fundamental education schools 
throughout the 9 years.

Thus, we argue that early childhood education and elementary education are 
articulated stages, and that the planned curricula should favour opportunities for 
children to live childhood at school, considering playing and participating as condi-
tions for learning: “the child learns when it is a subject in experience, that is, when 
it participates in the processes lived with the body, the mind and the emotions and 
not as an executor of what was thought by the adults” (Mello, 2015, p. 3).

This chapter is based on research conducted in Brazil during a master’s program 
for the School of Education, University of São Paulo, in 2019. The research con-
sisted of dialogue between children and researchers to discuss the nature of the 
school – the specific practices that make the school different from other social insti-
tutions like families, churches, and work environments (Charlot, 1979, 2000, 2009; 
Young, 2014); the school curriculum (Gimeno Sacristán, 1998, 2005), and child-
hood1 (Corsaro, 2009b; Sarmento, 2011), by supporting listening to children during 
their early grades in fundamental education.

This study aimed to understand the possible meanings children attribute to school 
experiences, as well as to identify times and spaces created by them to live their 
childhood years at school. To reach these goals, circles of conversation were con-
ducted with children aged between 6 and 10 years who were enrolled in a public 
school (São Paulo – SP – Brazil), in 1st and 5th grades respectively. Before the 
circles of conversation with researchers took place, the children were able to take 

1 Childhood is considered to be a social category of the generational type. Children are individuals 
who come together through a common, socially shaped characteristic. Although children belong to 
the same age group, there are multiple ways to live childhood (Sarmento, 2011).
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photographs of the school and record scenes that they saw as expressive of 
school life.

The pictures were understood as a methodological instrument that is able to 
invite children to prepare, investigate, and create representations of their school 
experiences. Gobbi (2011) conceptualises photography as an activity that is capable 
of making children’s otherness visible: in other words, providing opportunities for 
children to express how they interpret the reality they are part of and build their own 
cultures. Thus, when using photography, children take on centrality. This is in line 
with the views of Sarmento (2011), who states that redefining learning processes 
depends on understanding the specificity of childhood and children as subjects. It 
also aligns with Lobo (2012, p. 75), who states that “[if] there is nothing left to say 
about childhood, the moment may have come for us to learn with the children what 
childhood has to say to us about its space and time”.

To empower listening processes means to accept that research conducted with 
children is pervaded by understanding the complexity of childhood and by recognis-
ing methodological challenges for the researcher. The starting point for such 
research is the finding that research conducted with children in school situations 
involves “an investigation about the school that is deepened by a knowledge of 
childhood” (Delalande, 2011, p. 77). Thus, by analysing their photographs and posi-
tionings about them, we tried to understand the meanings children give to the insti-
tution’s curriculum and what types of school and childhood relationships they build.

Corsaro (2009a, p. 85) states that, in order to access children’s productions, the 
researcher must “spend a long time observing and participating in micro or ordinary 
daily life aspects of those who are the focus of the group” so that it is possible to 
collect variable and consistent data which can then be analysed contextually. 
Accordingly, we see as the main moment of the study the acceptance of the 
researcher as an ‘atypical adult’ by the group of children. According to Corsaro 
(2009a, p. 94), being an atypical adult means to be a ‘less powerful’ adult, with 
whom the children can really share their views, how they understand the world, and 
act in it. In order to strengthen this bond, we tried to take on the double challenge of 
approaching the children and moving away from the other adults in the school, 
while preferring to share recess time with the children rather than spending observa-
tion time in the staffroom. These are some of the highlights of the methodological 
implications that were involved in this process of strengthening the field of research 
conducted with children. They emphasised the attention given to the challenge of 
granting centrality to listening to children as subjects in the research.

Looking to the curriculum, we worked with the idea of a cultural selection that 
should promote opportunities for learning and valuing childhood, as stated by offi-
cial guidelines regarding Early Childhood Education and the nine-year Fundamental 
Education grades (Brasil, 2009, 2010). This position assumes listening to children 
and understanding how they interpret the curriculum.
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�Concepts of Childhood and Curriculum for Fundamental 
Education School Children

The first segment of fundamental education (Fundamental 1) in Brazil encompasses 
five of the children’s childhood years from Grade 1 through to Grade 5. With that in 
mind, we aimed to identify the place childhood occupies in school life by listening 
to the children and, through this, contribute to discussions that bring additional ele-
ments to the curriculum proposed by the school for this segment. The intention was 
to strengthen the idea that “the expansion of the Fundamental Education will only 
be considered if it is to promote childhood at schools” (Gesser & Furtado, 2013, 
p. 49). In addition to that, we understand that ensuring children’s rights to play, 
participate and learn at fundamental education schools (Quinteiro & Carvalho, 
2007) may strengthen what Charlot (2000, p.  80) calls a “relationship with 
knowledge”.

We believe that emphasising children’s voices in fundamental education schools 
also favours reflections on the curriculum proposed and developed in early child-
hood education. Our position emphasises the need for a more consistent debate on 
the continuities between these stages, in order to support the planning of schools 
and teachers to deal with these transitions between levels of schooling. In Brazil, 
there are breaks between early childhood education and fundamental (elementary) 
education that are marked by both physical separations – in the public school sys-
tem, in most cases, children change schools when they move from early childhood 
education to fundamental education, as well as symbolic separations – expressed in 
the idea of overcoming childhood, of ‘growth’, as well as of the more traditional 
form of school organisation, around more strictly controlled disciplines, times and 
school spaces.

Gimeno Sacristán (2005, pp. 12–13) points out that, in the twentieth century, the 
image of over-schooled children was naturalised, with courses organised by adults 
that disregarded children as participatory subjects. Accordingly, fundamental edu-
cation schools cast aside the childhood of those children and granted centrality to 
adults and how they organise schoolwork. This same author insists that schools, in 
their traditional model, disregard time, space, and the voice of children (who, in this 
case, are also students) in their organisation. By approaching the need for studying 
schooling practices, Gimeno Sacristán (2005, p. 14) states that childhood at school 
is a ‘non-transitory’ social fact and points out the need for understanding

how [children] live this task, what difficulties and concerns they go to school with, what 
they find there, the desires they leave at home and at the school’s doorstep, the story they 
have of the future that awaits them. (emphasis added)

Charlot (1979, p. 119) also reinforces the need for overcoming the view of children 
built by traditional pedagogy, which insists on “children’s lack of finishing” and 
“sees children as a reference of what they should become, in other words, according 
to an ideal standard”. Throughout his theoretical production, Charlot (1979, 2000, 
2009) has been concerned about studying the formative processes that are built 
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during schooling years, which strengthen, or not, what the author calls ‘relation-
ships of subjects with knowledge’, by understanding the child as the builder of their 
own processes of being and becoming subject. In other words, “the relationship 
with knowledge is the relationship with the world, with the other and themselves, of 
a subject who is confronted by the need for learning” (Charlot, 2000, p. 80), within 
the specific space of the school institution. This institution, as Charlot sees it, is 
responsible for conveying to the children “explicit and stylized behavior models, in 
other words, models that are purer, more schematized than those which children 
acquire from direct social contact” (Charlot, 1979, p. 19). Further, Charlot (2000, 
p. 28) explains that “relationships with knowledge are located in social times and 
spaces that need to receive the attention of researchers, who are busy with studies 
about schools, so that it is possible to understand the learning context”.

We approach the curriculum field by taking the relationship with knowledge as 
the object of analysis. Based on Young (2014), we understand that the research con-
ducted on school curriculum cannot lose sight of the centrality of what is taught and 
learned at school by taking on the specificity of its function. It is through the school 
that children and young people realise the right to access a selection of school 
knowledge, which Young claims as ‘powerful knowledge’, since it potentially 
allows children and young people to analyse the world they live in, on bases that 
differ from those they already have in their out-of-school experiences. By relating 
school knowledge to the function of education, Young (2014, p. 226) states that:

On the one hand, as educators, we have the responsibility to deliver to the next generation 
the knowledge accumulated by the preceding ones. This is the element of continuity 
between generations that distinguishes us from animals; it is a way to say that we are part 
of history always. But on the other hand, the purpose of the curriculum, at least in modern 
societies, is not just to convey accumulated knowledge; it is also to enable the next genera-
tion to build on this knowledge and create a new one, since this is how human societies 
progress and individuals develop. (emphasis added)

Thus, the curriculum is approached in this study by analysing the route that has been 
followed in a Brazilian public school after the official prescriptions, as well as the 
daily life of children, who, by following/living the ‘prescribed curriculum’ (Gimeno 
Sacristán, 1998), redefine it within the field of action. How schools organise their 
curriculum is understood as a simultaneous answer to the official prescriptions and 
to the experiences of subjects inside the school, aiming at creating favourable learn-
ing conditions. Throughout this chapter, we consider both official curriculum docu-
ments and the interpretations of children, in the search for understanding the 
contexts in which they play, participate, and learn throughout fundamental educa-
tion. By highlighting and discussing how children understand school, we aim at 
adding to expanding the possibilities of this being a specific place for sheltering 
childhood and creating favorable learning conditions. In doing so, we contribute to 
the necessary debate about a curriculum that favours integration between early 
childhood education and fundamental education, considering the specificities of 
childhood. Following this, we depart from the rights regarded as essential to chil-
dren – to play, participate and learn – to ask about the school/childhood relationship 
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and its commitment to expanding the opportunities for accessing school knowledge 
within fundamental education.

�What Do the Children Say?

Based on the dialogue with children and the elements they raised, we understand 
that they build critical analyses of their own school experience – which are a result 
of their creative and reproductive interpretations of the social world. Their creation 
is related to values and ideas that they produce and share when interacting with 
their peers.

The official guidelines issued by the Brazilian Ministry of Education (Brasil, 
2007), when dealing with children’s transition from early childhood education to 
fundamental education, select playing and participating as essential rights toward 
strengthening the relationship between them and school knowledge, potentially 
influencing the continuity of studies. Concerning playing, these guidelines point out 
that, at the school, this is usually observed under three different situations: adult-
child play; child-child play; and playing with the purpose of teaching content. The 
clear devaluation of playing is common to adults in education settings, as well as the 
attempt at restricting it to recess time as children grow up, leading it toward “becom-
ing increasingly defined and restricted in terms of hours, spaces and discipline” 
(Brasil, 2007, p. 35). Opposing this logic, and in keeping with the guidelines, we 
recognise playing as a “cultural dimension of the knowledge building process and 
human formation” (Brasil, 2007, p.  34). Playing, participating, and learning are, 
therefore, humanising processes.

While developing the research, we observed the school’s attempt at countering 
rigidity toward playing, by ensuring different hours and spaces for children to play 
in every grade of fundamental education. This attempt did not overcome the ‘play’ 
and ‘learn’ dichotomy; thus children’s logic seems detached from practices that aim 
at developing the curriculum. In the same way, children do not indicate that early 
childhood education meant quality time for playing, without fragmentation.

During the circles of conversation conducted in the research, children clearly 
differentiated ‘playing’ from ‘doing homework’, such as when Clara2 (6 years old, 
1st grade) said: “We do not play when we do homework on the blackboard”. 
Regarding this issue, Giovani (10 years old, 5th grade) said that there is a playing 
time in the classroom – when they are done with what is on the blackboard and they 
can play and choose to chat or play Stop.3 That suggests that throughout the school-
ing process, playing opportunities are gradually ‘allowed’ by adults after the 
children are ‘done with their homework’. Perhaps in early childhood education, 

2 We use pseudonyms to refer to the participants of the research: Clara, Giovani, Luany, Felipe, 
Paula, Otavio and Isabela.
3 Stop is a pencil and paper game very popular with children, youth, and adults.
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there was no homework on the blackboard, but, even so, children show that these 
activities were used to control the time at school according to the thinking of adults.

The children brought up other arguments surrounding the transitions among the 
fundamental education stages and their impact on playing. Six-year-old children 
were mainly concerned about stating that they no longer play, perhaps referring to 
their view that, since they left early childhood education, they do not need to. That 
image of ‘playing’ as something that is associated with ‘babies’ is socially and cul-
turally built, and is expressed in children’s comments. The idea that playing is 
mostly for ‘babies’ and that ‘studying’ is for older children was brought up in the 
circle of conversation when one of the children recalled that they used to take naps 
in their early childhood education school, and that this does not occur in fundamen-
tal education schools. When questioned about the reason for that, the child answered: 
“because you can’t, right? We’re no longer babies. We have to study”. A 6-year-old 
classmate added to the conversation by saying: “It’s true. I even stopped taking 
bottles. And I’m stopping to play now”. In this dialogue, children show that they 
believe that playing is for younger children, not children in fundamental education. 
By sharing this information with an adult, they may also aim to be seen to be more 
mature than children in early childhood education and may expect to be granted 
increased importance and value in return, rather than talking about their playing 
universe.

When looking at the school playground, 10-year-old children took pictures from 
different angles and reflected on playing. They pointed out that playtime is chrono-
logically reduced as school years go by. However, they stated that they continued to 
play, mostly among themselves. This suggests that time, space, and playing’s own 
plot have changed, but playing was still valued by those children. They reinforced 
the importance of the playground and the stories they have lived there; at the same 
time, they acknowledged the need for younger children to enjoy that space more:

Giovani: In 1st, 2nd and 3rd [grades] we used to play in the playground, but in 4th and 5th 
[grades], since we kind of grew up, we stopped going to the playground, because play-
grounds can’t, like, hold us, it’s more because there were, like, too many students that 
needed to use it more.

Felipe (10 years old, 5th grade): But the monitor lets us play in the playground sometimes, 
to remember…

The time for conversations and decision-making about the organisation of this space 
and time at school do not seem to be shared with the children, although the National 
Education Council (CNE), via Report n° 11/2010 (Brasil, 2010) which provides the 
National Curriculum Guidelines for the 9-year Fundamental Education, established 
that attention is to be given to the topic of children’s participation at school.

This document states that the extension of compulsory schooling is strongly 
related to the right to education, and the school is both a space for exercising citizen-
ship and civil, political, and social rights, and for the “creation of new rights and 
spaces for expressing them” (Brasil, 2010, p. 3). These principles should guide the 
review of school curricula with a “democratic and participatory approach when pre-
paring and implementing them” (Brasil, 2010, p. 2). This implies democratic and 
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participatory management should include the children’s participation – one of the 
pillars of the 9-year fundamental education program – when making decisions about 
curriculum development.

During their participation, the children interact and reproduce the explanations 
provided by adults (or other classmates) and reinterpret this information based on 
their own logic  – a concept that Corsaro (2009b, p.  31) defined as “interpretive 
reproduction”. Thus, the school, since it provides this meeting between adults and 
children, and children among themselves, is configured as a powerful space for 
participation and interaction, even when children’s actions are not legitimised by 
adults. This is one aspect that anchors learning activity and the relationship with 
knowledge.

According to what the children say, we identify that, just like playing, it is not 
possible to identify that there was a greater participation of children in early child-
hood education. We identified that the perception they have about their participation 
has changed throughout their fundamental education grades. Thus, unlike 1st grad-
ers, who say they enjoy being the first in line, 5th graders show that they are already 
aware that there is an adult-centered logic at school: there is always something to be 
turned in and shown, and only then are they listened to.

The student/teacher relationship is also perceived in different ways: 1st graders, 
for instance, regarded a teacher yelling as a valid and necessary attitude to control 
how the children behaved. Luany (1st grade, 6 years old) stated that she would do 
the same to catch the attention of misbehaving children if she was in the teacher’s 
shoes. At no time did children report feeling that adults’ rigidity was greater in the 
1st year and/or that they missed the teachers from the previous year. This suggests 
that children arrived at fundamental education school already used to this type of 
attitude from adults; they were quite knowledgeable about the justifications for 
these forms of control mobilised by the teachers.

These younger children seem to accept and legitimate adults (and their attitudes) 
as an expression of unquestionable authority. In turn, 5th graders criticised the 
teachers’ position and the need they revealed for always being right:

Giovani: Even when the teacher goes over there and, for instance writes that 5 + 3 is 7. Then 
the student says it isn’t, but the teacher tells the student to not give his or her opinion, 
because he or she is a student and not the teacher. But, like, sometimes a student’s opinion 
matters. Not just that of the teacher. If the student can’t give his or her opinion, the student 
will end up thinking that the teacher is always right, but sometimes they are wrong.

These data and their analysis do not suggest that the school promotes participation 
and powerful interactions that favour children’s culture. In pedagogical activities, 
the contact children have among themselves seemed to be constantly monitored by 
the adult-teacher. The representations of these adults surrounding what is config-
ured as ideal learning conditions generally related to the need for silence, direction, 
and control. Moments in which children were able to work in pairs or switch places 
in the classroom were seen as ‘rewards’, apparently unrelated to the search for bet-
ter learning conditions by encouraging dialogue among children. When asked about 
how often they worked in pairs at school, for instance, 5th graders say that this 
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rarely occurred and laughed. Giovani stated that it is “mostly about each one, the 
teacher and the blackboard”. Once again, it is important to emphasise that the 5th 
year children did not say that these moments of interaction between peers had 
‘diminished’ over the years. Rather, it seemed to be taken for granted. This points to 
the consideration that the interactions between peers are insufficiently exploited to 
promote learning.

To incorporate children’s participation in their pedagogical knowledge seems to 
be challenging for teachers. Centrally under their responsibility, the decisions about 
topics to be studied, for instance, seem to have no meaning to the children, who, in 
turn, seem to feel like they are the players of what is planned for them and not with 
them. At one point during the research, for instance, one of the 5th graders said that 
one of her group classmates had come from Peru, which caught the group’s atten-
tion. She pointed out that the teacher should ‘go through’ other countries that school 
year. However, the countries selected to be studied had already been chosen and 
Peru wasn’t one of them. This makes clear that those children’s curiosity and inter-
est had no influence in selecting what was to be studied.

At no point in the research did the children mention school situations that started 
or were conducted according to their interests. Otávio (10 years old, 5th grade) said 
that he would like to have more situations involving research and scientific experi-
mentation and that he expected these situations to be part of the final years of fun-
damental school. He recalled only once, in early childhood education, had the 
teacher proposed an experience involving the cultivation of earthworms. The other 
children did not mention this type of experience in early childhood education, which 
suggests that these practices are not recurrent at this level of schooling. In this sense, 
the children participating in the research did not see ‘ruptures’ between what they 
lived in early childhood education and fundamental school.

Children pointed out that decisions were made exclusively by adults, which 
allows us to assume that a child’s view is a passive element in the learning process. 
By following that logic, the teachers, since they are adults, can interpret the curricu-
lum, without necessarily listening to the children. Based on the children’s com-
ments, their learning process and expectations toward the continuity of their studies 
could be adversely affected. It is possible that because of this, among other aspects, 
the children revealed their low expectations regarding what is to come in the upcom-
ing school years, despite the National Curriculum Guidelines for 9-year fundamen-
tal education (Brasil, 2010) establishing continuity of the education process as one 
of their goals. However, the children did not give clues that allow us to affirm that 
they experienced a ‘rupture’ in relation to early childhood education, as if, in the 
previous stage, there was a search for building more shared decisions.

Overall, when questioned about what they expected for the upcoming school 
years, the children’s answers were related to aspects that restricted the potential of 
school work (“doing more homework”; “finish the school”) and others that are 
external to the school and are related to the job market (“find a job”; “to be an engi-
neer”). First graders showed that they were mobilised for “learning more” – even 
with ready speeches about literacy; they stated that they liked to write stories. 
However, it is worth pointing out that the stories that Luany and Clara wrote recalled 
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activities that were performed at home, with either stronger or weaker support from 
the family.

The children – both starting and completing the first stage of fundamental educa-
tion – showed that they expected an increase in the amount of homework as they 
moved through different grades at school. But they did not seem to believe that “to 
do homework” strengthened the relationship with school content. Quite the oppo-
site. In their statements, “to do homework” overlaps “to study”, a verb that they no 
longer use to refer to school: “Next year I’m going to learn more because I will have 
more homework to do” (Clara). Throughout this conversation, Clara seems to auto-
mate the “reading, writing, and counting” process, and does not show that the school 
brings the opportunity for a wide range of world readings, as she states she 
intends to do:

Q:	 And how do you imagine the other grades in fundamental education will be?
Clara:	 With more homework!
Q:	 But what will they be about?
Clara:	 �About reading, about writing, about doing math, those things that you have to 

know. Because we’re at school, right?
Q:	 I don’t get it… Why do you come to school every day?
Luany:	 To not be absent.
Clara:	 And be educated.
Q:	 So, do all the kids go to school to be educated?
Clara:	 That’s it, doing homework and get educated.
Q:	 And after you learn how to write and read, how do you get more educated?
Clara:	 Doing more homework.

These statements suggest a limited concept of learning and literacy, one that is more 
related to building proper behaviors than to a relationship with conceptual knowl-
edge, while assigning little value to the literacy process in its amplitude and to the 
very schooling process. Still in this sense, we did not identify in the children’s com-
ments a tone of ‘rupture’ when they talked about working with literature built on 
early childhood education: they did not resent the loss of a type of approach that 
could potentially continue in elementary school. When we asked about the stories 
that children like most, they did not show memories of experiences lived in early 
childhood education. Rather, they seemed to have learned to separate learning read-
ing and writing from the possibility of reading and writing stories, for example. 
Despite their longer school experience, 5th graders also brought few arguments that 
allow us to state that they understand schooling more broadly than to just “do home-
work”. However, they criticised the mechanical propositions that related to school 
knowledge as something that is ‘ready’ and not much – or not at all – subjected to 
discussions. The following excerpt makes visible the disconnection between 
Giovani’s ‘desire to learn’ and Paula’s warning about the true organisation of 
schoolwork:

Q:	 �And what are the expectations that you two have for 6th grade? What do you 
hope for?

Giovani:	 �I hope […] to have many experiments in science. And geography, to see 
embossed things, look at maps. […]

Paula:	 Really? We are going to spend the entire day sitting and doing homework.
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No feeling of rejection toward the school was identified in the children’s statements. 
In turn, they indicated that teaching practices would be decisive for strengthening 
the relationship with knowledge – “you have to learn what is important […] but it 
could be more, like, let’s say, more interesting” (Giovani).

The children’s account about what takes place inside the school, in terms of 
acquiring essential resources to expand how they read the world, reveal a certain 
detachment between childhood and school knowledge objects. The critical analysis 
conducted by Gimeno Sacristán (2005) fits here, when he points out that the school 
prioritises certain behaviours surrounding students’ acquisition of knowledge that 
end up being more valued than the very relationship between subject and knowl-
edge. In doing so, the school creates a universe that is centred on its own practices 
and it is not configured as a space for children to experience knowledge. What we 
want to point out is that “learning at schools is a way to absorb knowledge, which is 
often just justified because of their own rituals to which one is subjected” (Gimeno 
Sacristán, 2005, pp. 161–162). We understand, in this sense, that the relationship 
between subject and knowledge needs to be addressed both in early childhood edu-
cation and in fundamental education, as children do not identify ‘ruptures’ between 
these stages, but rather the continuity of a school logic that favors a hierarchical 
relationship between adults and children, where the relationship with knowledge is 
secondary. Thus, the children’s expectations regarding the next school years are 
weakened.

Fifth graders, when referring to teenagers in more advanced school grades, often 
repeated that they learn nothing at school. And they added: teenagers place home-
made bombs in the trash can, break drinking fountains or clog water outlets with 
little bathroom tissue balls, and so on. For those children, “teenagers come to school 
only to brawl, vandalize or… you know, date, smoke in secret” (Isabela, 10 years 
old, 5th grade). And they go on: “Do you think that they want to study?” In other 
words, the children have built an idea that teenagers only go to school to vandalise 
the school space and move further away from the perception that they take on a 
relationship with school knowledge. This construction is possibly supported by the 
comments of adults about older students. Accordingly, we noticed that the school’s 
walls kept and communicated those marks only, thus reinforcing the view children 
had. There was a notable absence of other expressions regarding what teenagers did 
at school in terms of knowledge production and learning. It is within this scenario 
that children prepare themselves for the next transition they are to undergo – from 
the first grades of fundamental education (Fundamental I) to the final grades of 
fundamental education (Fundamental II) – and this certainly influences their expec-
tations toward the upcoming years at school: “Everyone stays until the very end at 
school, but this part could be skipped and we could go straight to working” (Paula, 
10 years old, 5th grade).
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�Final Considerations or Recommendations

The research on which this chapter is based was guided by the ideas of authors who 
state that extending the time children and young people spend at school “only justi-
fies facing […] the curriculum issue, in relation with the whole network of factors 
in which school attendance takes place” (Sampaio & Galian, 2015, p.  13). 
Accordingly, it is understood that time spent at school does not guarantee quality 
education if the schools do not actually create conditions for children to take owner-
ship of essential knowledge to interpret the world in which they live and, as sub-
jects, are active.

The 9 year fundamental education program cannot just be an extension of what 
already existed, as an answer to the goals undertaken in wider politics oriented to 
South America. It must influence curriculum changes that guarantee access to 
school knowledge, for personal and social transformation, which would result in 
actual learning and promote the continuity of studies at a school with social quality. 
The data reported in this study show that knowing the specificities of childhood can 
influence this search for quality schoolwork. It is in this sense that, by working with 
these data, we decided to start from listening to the children, underlining the rela-
tionship between school and childhood. Accordingly, we add that the transitions 
children undergo through the stages of basic education should not mean a rupture 
with the discussions about childhood.

We highlight that childhood demands research whose goal is to understand chil-
dren within different contexts, among them, the children – students at the public 
fundamental education schools – by strengthening the necessary move of changing 
the representations about the students by listening to them. This listening process 
must be conducted in such a way that considers the discussions about reducing/
weakening the potential the school has for fulfilling its social function, which is to 
grant access to school knowledge that will allow understanding the world in its 
complexity.

Supporting the concepts of Gimeno Sacristán (2005), the analysis highlighted 
the marks of school teaching that demand behaviours from the ‘student’. 
Furthermore, by finding support in Sarmento’s and Corsaro’s childhood sociology, 
we identified and discussed the mismatch existing between childhood and school 
culture.

Regarding the relationship with knowledge (Charlot, 2000), the school was rec-
ognised as a mediator in the relationships of children with the social adult world, as 
much as it looks at children’s specific activity within this space. Thus, we stated that 
by valuing childhood within this space, the relationship children have with the 
school and knowledge can be strengthened. There is still much to achieve in terms 
of valuing children and childhood, but this is the direction the school followed to 
engage with children’s logic, by problematising how it looks at children and valuing 
the representations they build about being children in a fundamental education 
school. The challenge for this to be effective involves starting with their fundamen-
tal rights – to play, participate, and learn – in order to develop a school/childhood 
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relationship that is oriented toward expanding opportunities to access school 
knowledge.

Inside schools, children continue to have their roles as children and students 
clearly separated. It is accepted that they play during the short and limited spaces 
created to live ‘being a child’ – and only there.

This image of playing as something that is associated with ‘babies’ is socially 
and culturally constructed and is expressed in the children’s comments – they are 
markings that symbolize, in Brazil, the view that early childhood education is a 
space for playing and fundamental education a space to study. This division is 
mainly expressed in the fundamental school, but there is still a strong dispute around 
the early childhood schools for this stage to be anticipatory and preparatory for 
fundamental school, which means that we cannot claim that we have won a curricu-
lum for 0–5 years that enhances play and interactions.

Children go through the passage of 5–6 years, strengthened by the cultural con-
struction that playing is more for babies and that studying is for older children: “We 
have to study” Clara (6 years old, 1st grade). Likewise, throughout fundamental 
school, children seek to justify their games, moving them away from the children’s 
universe and closer to the ‘job market’: “For example, like this, the Lego, […], it 
supports whoever wants to be, for example, an engineer” (Felipe, 10 years old, 5th 
grade). Felipe points to a conception of play that seems to seek legitimacy in the 
usefulness of play, in its possible contribution to an objective in the future. However, 
at other times, 10-year-old children return to their childhood memories and claim 
that playing has supported them in building relationships between peers and is part 
of the memories they have of the early childhood school.

The devaluation of childhood and playing is present in the Brazilian school cul-
ture: playing and participating in the learning process are separated, both in early 
childhood education and in fundamental education. Mello (2015) points out that the 
education being offered to children in both contexts is centred on mistaken and 
restricted practices, which do not properly use knowledge about the formation and 
development of children’s intelligence and personality and that disregard the needs 
of childhood. In this way, the transitions between early childhood education and 
elementary education have been planned under the logic of “speeding up school-
ing” – a logic that remains throughout fundamental school (Mello, 2015, p. 24). For 
us, this means denying the early years of fundamental school as a powerful space 
for dialogue between children’s knowledge and the knowledge that is part of the 
cultural, artistic, environmental, scientific, and technological heritage, in order to 
promote integrated development and the strengthening of learning.

On the contrary, students are subjected to an education that is marked by peda-
gogical practices that are based in exhausting routines and are exposed to evalua-
tions by an adult. This traditional way of making school oriented toward forming 
the ‘future citizen’, compromises the relationships that emerge with knowledge, and 
contribute to an impoverished relationship with the experience of being at school 
(Charlot, 2000; Sampaio, 2004).

The official Brazilian documentation emphasises the importance of continuity 
between the stages of education. However, listening to elementary school children 
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allows us to state that, between 6 and 10 years of age, the process of transforming 
children into ‘students’ implies distancing them from the memories of early child-
hood education, which is now understood as a ‘less serious’ time in view of the 
responsibility of ‘studying’ that is imposed. Thus, children’s pathways in early 
childhood education are little considered in the face of the ‘universe of school 
knowledge’ that is now being presented within fundamental education. We did not 
have access to the totality of memories that children built about early childhood 
education, but we identified that the predominant culture in fundamental education 
is to convince children that they have ‘grown up’ and that, therefore, they must 
abandon the actions that are part of a child’s repertoire. We add that this culture is a 
social construction, that is, it is not exclusive to this school where the research 
took place.

We also identified weaknesses in relation to the planning of the transitions 
between early childhood education and fundamental education, between the years 
that comprise elementary education and between the 5th and 6th year, which char-
acterise the transition between early and final years of elementary education as chil-
dren move from Fundamental Education I to Fundamental Education II. We argue 
that such weaknesses are the result of the disarticulation between childhood 
and school.

Finally, we point out the possibility for additional research to be conducted to 
investigate the playing aspect of children aged 6–10 years, as well as diving deeper 
into the debate about school knowledge specificity in fundamental education, in the 
search for creating learning which favours conditions that respect childhood.
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Chapter 9
A Case Study. Transition in a Waldorf 
School in São Paulo, Brazil: A Process 
Under Construction

Maria Florencia Guglielmo , Andrea Perosa Saigh Jurdi , 
and Ana Paula da Silva Pereira 

Abstract  The chapter reports experiences of evaluations and follow-up of children 
transitioning from early childhood education into the first grade of a Waldorf ele-
mentary school located in the city of São Paulo, Brazil. The study analyses the 
institutional strategies used to enable the school’s transitional process for 6 to 
8 year-old children, according to the current educational policy of the country. It 
presents the fundamentals of the Waldorf pedagogy, emphasising activities devel-
oped in early childhood education and the relationship between the maturity level of 
sensory-motor skills, cognitive, and social and emotional aspects and the formal 
learning process according to the Waldorf pedagogy. One section of the chapter 
explains the experiences of assessment and monitoring of all students in transition 
undertaken at the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner School since 2012. Next, the national law 
regarding the transition between early childhood and elementary education is dis-
cussed, as well as its impact in the kindergartens and Brazilian Waldorf schools. The 
chapter highlights the importance of expanding the discussion about the social and 
emotional maturity levels of children’s development in educational institutions and 
in society in general.
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�Introduction

The transition from early childhood education to elementary education is a crucial 
moment in the child’s life, which has emotional repercussions as well as impacts on 
the school trajectory of children and their families. This transition implies a set of 
continuous and complex changes in academic and social performance, adaptation, 
and autonomy because, in addition to changing space and/or school, there are 
changes in relationships, time, content, and learning contexts. According to research-
ers, these elements can be both opportunities and challenges for the child, family, 
teachers, and other professionals involved in this process (Chikwiri & Musiyiwa, 
2017; Erkan et al., 2018; Fabian & Dunlop, 2007; Fontil & Petrakos, 2015; McIntyre 
et al., 2010; O’Toole et al., 2014; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2007; Rous & Hallam, 2006).

Due to these impacts, this transition must be understood from the perspective of 
the child, school, family, and community. Rous and Hallam (2006) place the child 
at the centre of the transition process, valuing their individual characteristics, but 
simultaneously highlighting the importance and influence of a set of factors related 
to the family and community. In the case of the family, their concerns, priorities, 
attitudes, values, cultures, and resources stand out. Factors related to the community 
highlight the importance of local systems and services, namely their articulation, 
leadership, financing, policies, and training in the area of transition. Therefore, the 
transition from early childhood education to elementary education must integrate a 
set of guiding principles that guarantee the quality of this process. Such planning 
highlights the value attributed to the child’s development and learning.

Gould (2012) and Hanson (2005) each propose a set of principles that character-
ise the transition to elementary school as a process that involves the child, family, 
and different professionals from the school and the community. These principles are 
based on building positive relationships and on effective and collaborative commu-
nication between different individuals, with the result that the entire community 
assumes responsibility for implementing policies that take into account social, emo-
tional and educational needs of the child, the family, and the school – and these form 
the basis for planning. This planning supports the social progress of the community, 
as it shapes the child’s school trajectory, in addition to reducing stress and allowing 
the family and the child a comfortable and positive change from one level of educa-
tion to another (Fowler & Hanzel, 1996; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2007; Salmi & 
Kumpulainen, 2017).

Recognising the importance of transition within education, this chapter presents 
a report of experiences of the transition from early childhood education to elemen-
tary education in a particular situation in Brazil. The chapter is divided into three 
topics. The first relates to early childhood education in the Brazilian context, 
addressing the legislation and policies related to the topic. The second topic is the 
description of the experiences, based on the foundations of Waldorf pedagogy. In 
the third and last topic, we highlight the challenges that Brazilian legislation poses 
to Waldorf schools to effect the transition from early childhood education to 
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elementary education, in ways which prioritise the social and emotional care of 
those involved.

�Early Childhood Education in the Brazilian Context

Early childhood education as a right is a recent achievement in Brazil and sits within 
the context of public policies for the educational care of children from 0 to 6 years 
of age. From the struggles of social movements which intensified in the late 1980s, 
early childhood education as a right is recognised by the Federal Constitution of 
1988, guaranteeing children’s access to daycare centres and preschools. In the same 
decade,1 Lei de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação Nacional [Law Guidelines and 
Bases of National Education] (Brasil, 1996) defines early childhood education as 
the first stage of basic education. For Campos et  al. (2011) the legal milestones 
reinforced and legitimised the processes of expanding educational assistance to 
children aged 0 to 6 years.

Since 2000, the legal framework has changed, which has in turn changed educa-
tional networks and the organisation of basic education. Among these changes are 
the lowering of the age for starting elementary education – from 7 to 6 years of 
age – and the introduction of compulsory schooling from 4 years of age. Thus, in 
Brazil, we now have compulsory basic education from the age of 4 years, with chil-
dren aged 4–5 years attending early childhood education and those aged 6–14 years 
enrolled in elementary education. Extending the duration of elementary education 
to 9  years automatically shortens the duration of early childhood education to 
2 years, forcing managers, educators, and the school community to reflect and cre-
ate strategies that enable the school transition of children aged 6.

Campos et al. (2011) emphasise the importance of expanding the critical debate 
on the age of admission to elementary education. They argue that some school fail-
ures (such as difficulties learning skills, difficulties with literacy and/or numeracy, 
poor organisational skills, and socioemotional challenges) seem to be linked to chil-
dren’s reported immaturity at the time of entering elementary education. Further, it 
is argued that this could be avoided by increasing awareness on the part of the pro-
fessionals, families, and public managers involved, about the importance of respect-
ing the developmental time of each child and their sensory, motor, cognitive, 
affective, and social aspects (social and emotional skills), in addition to the child’s 
chronological age.

The text of the Base nacional comum curricular [Common National Curriculum 
Base] (Brasil, Ministério da Educação, 2017) provides guidance on planning the 
transition from preschool to elementary school. When the transition happens within 
the same institution, the school must create forms of articulation between teachers 

1 In 1990, the Estatuto da Criança e do Adolescente [Child and Adolescent Statute (ECA)] (Brasil, 
1990), created by Law No. 8069/1990, presents the principle of full protection and ensures equal 
conditions for access and permanence in a free public school, located near the student’s residence.
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at both stages to ensure that children are able to continue their particular learning 
and developmental processes. However, when the transition takes place between 
preschools and schools which are separate institutions, the document recommends 
that records and reports be shared among teachers of the respective schools, allow-
ing elementary education teachers to know the development and learning processes 
experienced by children in preschool.

The Common National Curriculum Base (Brasil, Ministério da Educação, 2017) 
is a normative document that defines the essential learning skills that all students 
must develop throughout the different stages and modalities of basic education. 
Principle 3.3. – entitled Transitions – predicts that the continuity of learning pro-
cesses for children depends on strategies appropriate to the different transitions 
experienced by the child (home/daycare; daycare/preschool and preschool/elemen-
tary education). The document also establishes that preschool education and ele-
mentary education institutions must develop transition programs to ensure alignment 
between the curricula and pedagogical practices of both schools. It is in this sense 
that we share below the experience of the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner School.

�Analysis of the Transition in a Brazilian Waldorf School

Waldorf pedagogy was created in 1919 by the Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner 
with the foundation of the first school in Stuttgart, Germany. Today, there are 1182 
Waldorf schools in 66 countries and 1911 kindergartens in 69 countries (Freunde 
der Erziehungskunst Rudolf Steiners, 2021). In Brazil, Waldorf pedagogy has 
existed since the foundation of the first school in the city of São Paulo in 1956. In 
2019, the Federation of Waldorf Schools in Brazil (FEWB) registered approxi-
mately 270 federated schools.

Steiner (1988) based his pedagogical proposal on the recognition that the human 
being is constituted of bodily, psychic (cognitive, affective and volitional), and spir-
itual elements. These elements are in a mutable relationship throughout human life, 
influencing each other. For Steiner, knowing the different stages of development and 
maturation of these aspects was essential for education to realise the full potential 
of students. Based on this assumption, Rudolf Steiner, together with the first Waldorf 
teachers, developed a curriculum that encompasses the different characteristics and 
stages of development of children and young people, taking into account the type of 
experience and content that best suits their needs (Steiner, 2003). In short, Waldorf 
pedagogy is characterised by proposing teaching content and methodology accord-
ing to each age group.

According to Waldorf pedagogy, each cycle of human development lasts approx-
imately 7 years and has qualitatively different characteristics with regard to bodily, 
psychic, and spiritual aspects (Lievegoed, 1994). By adapting to these phases, edu-
cation offers children and young people the best conditions to develop their skills 
and abilities. Aiming at a comprehensive education, Waldorf pedagogy offers a 
diversity of subjects that provide students with a wide range of experiences and 
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possibilities for expression (including painting, music, crafts, gardening, and 
carpentry).

The curriculum is not fixed; it remains flexible to encompass historical and social 
differences, different cultural contexts, as well as the characteristics of each room, 
and the specific needs of students. Creatively reconciling knowledge about the dif-
ferent age groups and their characteristics with the needs of the reality in which the 
student lives is a challenge for the contemporary Waldorf teacher. The curricular 
changes need to be in line with the image of human development cultivated in 
Waldorf schools in order to be consistent with its pedagogical proposal (Bach Júnior 
& Guerra, 2018).

Waldorf early childhood education complies with the same principles listed 
above and maintains methodological differences in relation to elementary education 
and high school. The classrooms are mixed, usually with children aged between 3½ 
and 7 years old. It is possible to cultivate coexistence between different age groups 
in this space. The goal is to offer a warm and cosy environment that refers to home. 
The coexistence of children of different ages offers rich opportunities for them to 
interact while practising multiple roles (the oldest, the youngest, the leader, the fol-
lower, and so on), thus favouring the development of their social skills.

The activities undertaken throughout the day include the care and cleaning of the 
common space, such as gardening and cooking. Tasks are related to everyday life, 
and children can imitate and freely introduce them into their own games (Steiner, 
2013). Other activities developed at the Waldorf preschools include drawing, paint-
ing, storytelling, music, and handicrafts. Free play inside or outside the classroom 
takes up a lot of school time, allowing children to develop their own experiences and 
exercise their fantasy skills spontaneously. Literacy occurs in the first grade of ele-
mentary education, rather than in preschool.

The period of early childhood education is marked by the development of many 
new skills in relation to the environment. Since the detailed description of these 
skills is not part of the scope of this text, we will present only the children’s achieve-
ments at the end of preschool so that references for their transition to formal educa-
tion in Waldorf schools can be considered.

�Preschoolers at Waldorf School

From a bodily point of view, by the end of early childhood education, significant 
changes have occurred for the child  – arms and legs have stretched, losing the 
rounded shapes that usually predominate in the body of younger children. Another 
indication of physical maturity is the exchange of temporary teeth for perma-
nent ones.

Children of this age group who are encouraged to move freely have developed 
body mastery and security. Children’s drawing also gains structure, showing how 
the child establishes the notion of space through free movement. Sensory and motor 
experiences are also decisive for the formation of an integrated image of their own 
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corporeity, which can be recognised in the way they represent the human figure in 
their drawings.

Most preschool children also show that they have developed some notions of 
time and process. Their concentration when performing activities increases and 
memory strengthens.

Playing also gains a new configuration, when it is marked by organisation and 
planning. Preschool children are able to guide actions based on their own goals. In 
the context of mixed classes, it is also possible to see how older children assume a 
leadership and care position in relation to younger children, showing resourceful-
ness to solve their social difficulties and deal with frustration. These social skills are 
acquired through daily living in the space of preschool and in the family nucleus.

For Waldorf pedagogy, early childhood education is the privileged space where 
these skills can develop through social interaction between peers and teachers, in 
games and artistic, manual, and corporal experiences. These experiences allow chil-
dren to explore their environment actively, strengthening their self-esteem and con-
fidence. These achievements will be required, particularly when entering elementary 
education, as they allow the child to adapt appropriately to their new social and 
cultural context. From the point of view of Waldorf pedagogy, the acquisition of 
these social and emotional skills is one of the indications that the student is ready 
for formal education. Good emotional, affective, and social development provides 
the basis for a better adaptation to the new school situation than cognitive perfor-
mance taken in isolation (Kern & Friedman, 2008). Children who have acquired 
social and emotional skills deal better with the challenges and frustrations inherent 
to learning and new social situations. When the time for the child’s transition from 
early childhood education to elementary education in a Waldorf school approaches, 
all the elements mentioned above are observed by the educators.

Greubel (2018) points out that each child acquires the skills mentioned above in 
relation to their environment and at their own pace. From the Waldorf pedagogical 
perspective, it would be impossible to establish a cut-off date for admission to ele-
mentary education, as provided by the Brazilian national legislation, as this would 
involve disregarding individual differences in child development. Observing each 
student and their characteristics is the mechanism through which it can be inferred, 
albeit without absolute certainty, whether the child is ready to begin formal educa-
tion without losing their spontaneity, driven by an authentic desire to learn (Banning, 
2009). In this context, each Waldorf school develops its own internal process to deal 
with this very delicate moment, taking into account the elements mentioned above 
and the social and legal context of its country.

Steiner pedagogy advocates that the first child development cycle (7 years) is 
completed around 6½ or 7 years of age. In Brazil, February is the beginning of the 
school year. This means that, in order to maintain consistency with the criteria used 
by this pedagogical proposal, children who turn 6 in the second half of the year raise 
doubts in relation to transition and demand care from the professionals responsible 
for observing them. In many cases, it is recommended that they stay in preschool in 
order to allow them to complete their early childhood developmental processes 
smoothly.
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�Planning the Transition from Early Childhood Education 
to Elementary Education at Waldorf School

Having established these parameters, we now describe the transition process with 
children at the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner School. The school embraces children, fami-
lies, and teachers in their transition process through different institutional actions 
that are implemented based on the demands of the school community. The process 
is constantly evaluated and modified.

At the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner School, which incorporates preschool and ele-
mentary school, the first-grade rooms are composed of students from the school’s 
six early childhood education rooms, children from other Waldorf kindergartens 
and a small number of children from schools with other pedagogical bases.

Initially, children who are candidates for the first school year are observed col-
laboratively by preschool and elementary education teachers. These teachers 
observe students in their own environment. After this observation, teachers jointly 
decide to transfer the child to elementary education or keep him/her for another year 
in preschool. As a consequence, the children could be admitted to school at 6 or 
7 years of age. The information collected during the visit to the room is communi-
cated to the parents who also participate in the decision making.

From 2012, with the creation of the pedagogical support area, there was an addi-
tion to the group responsible for supporting children in transition. A professional in 
the field began to observe all of the preschool children destined to attend the school 
throughout the second half of the year. A partnership was established with the 
Elementary Education Enrolment Committee, which consists of teachers and other 
professionals, such as occupational therapists. Preschool students at other Waldorf 
schools close to the institution are included in the transition process through visits 
made by a Pedagogical Support team. During these meetings, conversations are 
held with teachers to analyse the specific needs of students and, in some cases, to 
keep in touch with families, doctors, and therapists. This institutional mediation 
work makes it possible to strengthen ties with other Waldorf schools.

Experience moments are also organised by the school’s Enrolment Committee 
twice a year, in which all candidates for the first grade participate so that through 
games they can be observed by elementary education teachers and members of the 
Pedagogical Support team within the institution’s own space. The objective is to 
prepare a conscious and careful passage for the children, so that future teachers and 
Pedagogical Support professionals are aware of the necessary reception for students 
of future first grade groups.

The work with the transition revealed to the teams that not all teachers at the 
institution understood school readiness in the same way as it is understood by 
Waldorf pedagogy: as a set of sensory, motor, cognitive, affective, and social skills 
(social and emotional skills), as well as encompassing the child’s chronological age. 
Of particular concern was the persistence of the idea that the child would mature 
over the first year of school, even though the evidence of monitoring these children 
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throughout their school life shows that this sometimes occurs with suffering and to 
the detriment of their self-esteem and wellbeing.

In 2019, a professional from the school’s Pedagogical Support team started a 
pilot project specially focused on transition with children from preschool. In the 
first semester of the year, she entered all the preschool rooms at the school, watch-
ing the children in their own environment and becoming familiar with the routine of 
the rooms. In the second semester, she brought together groups drawn from the 48 
children applying for the first grade of 2020. Groups of six students were formed 
with children from all classrooms, and their configuration changed with each meet-
ing. This change in the constitution of the groups was due to the internal organisa-
tion of the preschool rooms, but it had the positive consequence that at the end of 
the process all the children knew each other.

Once a week, the professional performed activities in the school’s gardening 
space with each group. The location was chosen as it allowed children to move 
freely. Many circle games were held, some that required agility and balance, such as 
climbing on fabrics (‘spider web’), climbing on wooden stumps, or jumping rope. 
In gardening, the children built a small boat made of wood, sanded, nailed, and 
painted the boat sails with watercolor, chose branches for the mast, and so on. 
Simultaneously with this activity, the children heard a story about sailors who cou-
rageously go out to conquer new worlds. The image of the journey into the unknown 
and the discovery of a new world was intentionally included with the aim of offering 
children a symbolic framework for their transition between the stages of education. 
At the end of this activity, everyone played together before going back to their 
classrooms.

In the beginning of 2020, the teachers of the first grade rooms commented, with 
the Pedagogical Support team, on how the children had started the year prepared, 
safe, and ready for work. The project was also rated by the preschool teachers as 
very positive and they recommended that it should be incorporated into the actions 
already implemented by the institution.

Elementary education teachers are also responsible for monitoring the transition 
process. At the beginning of each school year, the preschool teachers, the 
Pedagogical Support team, and the teachers of the first grade rooms share impor-
tant information about some students, allowing them to prepare an environment 
appropriate to the students’ needs. At the beginning of the second semester, 
Pedagogical Support professionals make visits to the first grade rooms for 3 days, 
attending classes and observing children in their new environment. These observa-
tions are subsequently shared with the teachers, enabling an expanded understand-
ing of the children and supporting the teaching work.

Families are also included in the transition process at the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner 
School. An important part of the transition work involves conversations between 
teachers and family, sometimes with the presence of a Pedagogical Support profes-
sional, in order to explain the importance of preschool experiences and offer greater 
security in relation to the retention of their children for another year at preschool.

Since 2018, lectures have been organised with the same purpose at the beginning 
of each school year for the families of children who are candidates for elementary 
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education. Initially restricted to the institution’s families, in the following year they 
started to include parents of children from other kindergartens, in order to share the 
pedagogical perspective on school readiness and the importance for the transition of 
the family’s partnership with the institution. These meetings reinforce the impor-
tance of activities developed in preschool education for the training of students and 
draw attention to the negative impact of early schooling supported by studies such 
as those by Kern and Friedman (2008).

It is worth mentioning that the Covid-19 pandemic that occurred in 2020–2021 
has made it impossible to monitor preschool children as reported in this text. The 
suspension of face-to-face classes has prevented direct contact with students, fami-
lies, and partner institutions. The team responsible for the transition at the Waldorf 
Rudolf Steiner School projects the need for more intensive monitoring of children, 
families, and future teachers throughout 2021–2022 in an attempt to minimise the 
potential impacts of social isolation.

�The Challenges of School Transition in Waldorf Schools 
and the Brazilian Legislation

The Common National Curriculum Base (Brasil, Ministério da Educação, 2017) 
defines early childhood education as the beginning of the educational process. It is 
the space for the development of basic skills, described by the document as:

(…) the mobilization of knowledge (concepts and procedures), skills (practical, cognitive, 
social and emotional), behaviours and values to solve complex demands of everyday life, 
full exercise of citizenship and work. (Brasil, Ministério da Educação, 2017, p. 8)

These competencies can develop from two main axes that structure the pedagogical 
practices within the scope of early childhood education: interaction and play. The 
educator’s role is to offer children experiences that enable them to know themselves 
and each other and, establish relationships with nature and with their cultural con-
text. The document describes the five fields of experience to be covered by the 
practices of early childhood education: one that encompasses the formation of one’s 
own identity in relation to others and the expansion of their cultural references; a 
field dedicated to artistic experience that includes the possibility of self-expression; 
another field linked to free movement and corporal experimentation; the field of 
language development in speech, thought and imagination; and, finally, a field that 
allows the development of the notions of time and space, and the possibility of relat-
ing different objects.

The five fields of experience should enable children who finish the cycle of early 
childhood education to have the following skills: to be able to demonstrate empathy 
and confidence, to engage in attitudes of cooperation and mutual respect, showing 
interest in other cultures and ways of life; in the field of movement, being able to 
self-care, controlling their body in games and other activities, developing manual 
skills; be able to express themselves freely in activities such as painting and 
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drawing; being able to express ideas, desires and feelings through language; retell-
ing stories; establish comparative relationships between objects, different materials, 
relate numbers and quantities; and be able to report important events about their 
own history and that of their family members. The Common National Curriculum 
Base (Brasil, Ministério da Educação, 2017) points out that the synthesis of learning 
should be indicative, not a condition of access to elementary education.

Waldorf kindergartens offer children the conditions to develop the skills men-
tioned above through their pedagogical principles. The problem experienced by 
Waldorf kindergartens in implementing the policies outlined in this document is the 
strict delimitation of the early childhood education age group, 4–5  years and 
11 months, imposed by the national curriculum document.

Over the past few years, Waldorf schools and preschools have encountered dif-
ficulties in the transition from early childhood education to elementary education. 
The decrease from 3 to 2 years of the early childhood education cycle lowered the 
cut-off age group, forcing younger children to enter the first grade. In an attempt to 
maintain consistency with the child development and specific needs of each child, 
Waldorf schools have tried in various ways to ensure that the transition takes place 
at the right time, but the pressures from teaching supervisors2 are high, and smaller 
institutions feel fragile in supporting a discussion about the need for their students 
to stay for another year in preschool.

One solution found by the schools was lawsuits brought by the parents, asking 
for the possibility of the child staying for another year in preschool. This solitary 
action resolves isolated situations and, despite the number of successful cases, there 
is no guarantee that the family will be able to stay. This alternative also highlights 
the country’s social differences. Many families do not have the financial means to 
undertake processes such as lawsuits, and are unable to guarantee their children the 
experiences appropriate to their age group according to the pedagogy of their 
choice. This creates considerable tension, since the Brazilian Constitution (Brasil, 
1988) guarantees parents’ freedom in choosing the pedagogical proposal that best 
meets their needs.

In 2018, the Federal Supreme Court (Supremo Tribunal Federal, 2018) decided 
the minimum age for entering elementary education for all children was 6 years, 
and applied to children who turn 6 before March 31. Although the decision was 
made to prevent the access of under-age students, in practice this made it very dif-
ficult to keep older children in preschool. The measure states that admission must 
take place from the age of 6, but has been interpreted as if admission should occur 
at the age of 6.

The Federation of Waldorf Schools in Brazil (FEWB) has promoted debates to 
discuss the topic with representatives of the federated schools. The objective is to 
propose a consultation with the National Education Council that allows maintaining 
the Waldorf pedagogy for transition between grades. At the same time, there is a 

2 Teaching supervisors are responsible for supervising and inspecting the educational institutions 
assigned to them, providing technical guidance and assisting in the correction of administrative 
and pedagogical flaws. (Governo do Estado de São Paulo – Diretoria Regional de Ensino, 2020)
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concern about the loss of important experiences on the part of children in preschool 
with regard to the development of social and emotional skills, which have a great 
impact on their future life. This situation affects the country’s contemporary child-
hood and demands a broader discussion on the part of society.

�Final Considerations

It is understood that the experience of the Waldorf Rudolf Steiner School in moni-
toring the transition from preschool to elementary education can be replicated in 
other public or private school institutions in order to ensure a better reading of the 
legal documentation and respect for the autonomy of pedagogical proposals. The 
positive results of the experience of the last years demonstrate that the benefits of 
this support network, formed by collaborative work between several entities (fami-
lies, teachers, and different school institutions), can be used in other educational 
contexts and become the object of future academic research.

It should also be noted that the discussion on the age range for admission to 
elementary education, according to the Waldorf pedagogy, encompasses issues of a 
broader scope for Brazilian education, highlighting the role of early childhood edu-
cation in the development of social and emotional skills and in the establishment of 
a meaningful relationship with learning – which, it is believed, can be hindered in a 
poorly planned transition. Finally, an in-depth debate on this issue can change 
national public policies with positive impacts on the quality of contemporary 
childhood.
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Chapter 10
Experiences and Explorations 
of Transitions to School

Sue Dockett  and Bob Perry 

Abstract  In this concluding chapter we synthesise the previous chapters and 
explore what can be gleaned about the transition to school in Cuba, Chile, Brazil, 
and Mexico. Before we examine this in detail, we provide an overview of the 
COVID-19 crisis and its potential impact on transition to school, arguing that a 
broad focus on transitions and strategies to promote the wellbeing of all involved 
matters now more than ever. We follow this with an update – drawn from chapter 
author reports and documentation – of the impact of COVID-19 on transitions expe-
riences in each of the countries. The chapter concludes with analysis and synthesis 
of the themes, issues and directions identified across the previous chapters.

�Introduction: COVID and Transition

As noted in the introduction to this book, the editors appreciate the efforts of the 
chapter authors in preparing manuscripts during the very challenging COVID-19 
pandemic. Across the four countries represented by chapter authors, the impact of 
COVID-19 has been both severe and long-lasting. As of July 2021, Mexico, Brazil, 
and Chile reported some of the highest worldwide levels of mortality from COVID 
(Johns Hopkins University, 2021). While mortality rates in Cuba have been lower, 
the recent resurgence of the pandemic has seen infection rates rise (World Health 
Organisation (WHO), 2021). In all four countries, there have been major impacts on 
people’s lives and ways of life, their health, and finances. That chapter authors have 
been able to submit manuscripts during these challenging times is impressive and 
reflects their commitment to enhancing the understanding of transitions to school in 
their countries.
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The World Health Organisation declared the COVID-19 pandemic in March 
2020 (WHO, 2020). The education sector has been one of many aspects of daily life 
that has been impacted by decisions to close schools and early childhood settings. 
In many contexts, face-to-face interactions were replaced by strategies to promote 
virtual and/or remote learning. In turn, several of these strategies have generated 
additional challenges – particularly in contexts where families have limited or no 
access to electronic devices or the internet (World Bank, 2021a, b). In the context of 
early childhood education, the closure of physical premises has challenged educa-
tors and families to consider what might constitute appropriate educational expecta-
tions for children in diverse families and communities (Campos & Vieira, 2021; 
OMEP Executive Committee, World Organisation for Early Childhood Education, 
2020; Park et al., 2020; Pramling Samuelsson et al., 2020; Spiteri, 2021). The pan-
demic has also highlighted, and sometimes further compounded, structural and 
social inequalities in educational provision and access (UNESCO, 2021) across 
countries in the Caribbean and Latin American regions. For example, children liv-
ing in areas characterised as disadvantaged are reported to have limited access to 
electronic devices and the internet (World Bank, 2021a). Despite this, these coun-
tries have implemented a range of strategies to promote education both during the 
pandemic and as schools and early childhood settings go through the processes of 
re-opening.

It could be tempting to suggest that, in such challenging times, educational tran-
sitions are insignificant in the larger scheme of events. However, we propose the 
exact opposite: in times of dislocation and disconnection it is even more important 
to consider what is happening for young children and their families, how current 
experiences have the potential to impact future experiences and outcomes and how 
communities can work together to provide appropriate, timely and relevant support.

While it is certainly the case that closures have prevented attendance at schools 
and early childhood settings, it has long been recognised that children learn both 
inside and outside educational institutions. However, in many contexts, academic 
concerns are exacerbated by lack of access to resources, including digital access; 
the loss of support related to child and family wellbeing; impacts on children’s 
nutrition; increasing inequalities related to economic status, disability, and gender; 
and increases in abuse and violence towards children (Economic Commission for 
Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)/United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (ECLAC/UNESCO), 2020).

In some circumstances, there is reference to ‘learning loss’ or ‘lost schooling’ 
(Chen et al., 2021; Engzell et al., 2021) as children have not been able to attend the 
physical early childhood setting or school. The World Bank (2021b) also notes that 
“most children have lost substantial instructional time and may not be ready for cur-
ricula that were age- and grade-appropriate prior to the pandemic”. Others note that 
academic achievement has been impacted negatively in some areas for children 
experiencing disadvantage, but that this impact was not experienced by all children 
or across all curriculum areas (Gore et al., 2020). Berger (2021) puts this in perspec-
tive when he notes that
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Our kids have lost so much – family members, connections to friends and teachers, emo-
tional well-being, and for many, financial stability at home. And, of course, they’ve lost 
some of their academic progress.

While the last point is not insignificant, Berger argues that over-emphasis on learn-
ing loss has the potential to focus attention on perceived deficits, rather than the 
resilience shown by many children, families, educators, and communities. Indeed, 
Jindal-Snape (Times Educational Supplement, 2021) reminds us that a great deal of 
learning occurs in a range of environments and that discourse focusing on deficits 
does little to recognise the efforts of children, families, and educators during this 
time. In rejecting the language of ‘learning loss’ both authors instead stress the 
importance of considering the social and emotional aspects of life – such as a sense 
of safety, self-worth, and belonging – and the importance of welcoming children to 
early childhood settings and schools as a means of helping them feel personally 
connected to these educational settings. These aspects are also integral elements of 
transition experiences that are the most relevant and appropriate (optimal) for each 
individual (Dockett & Perry, 2014).

These exhortations are in line with several studies that consider how the wellbe-
ing of children, families, and teachers has been impacted by increased anxiety, iso-
lation, illness, financial stress, the demands of educating children at home, and/or 
new modes of delivering teaching (Broadway et al., 2020; Eadie et al., 2021; Gore 
et  al., 2020; Mochida et  al., 2021; Pascal & Bertram, 2021). Starting school, or 
returning to school during, as well as after the pandemic, can contribute to, as well 
as challenge, the wellbeing of those involved.

In ‘usual’ circumstances, young children and their families experience consider-
able change as they start school or early childhood education or return to these 
environments after a substantial break. For example, they experience changes in the 
environment, the structure of the day, expectations, and opportunities for interac-
tions. Again, in ‘usual’ circumstances, there can also be continuity as families, edu-
cational settings, and communities continue to support children’s learning and as 
children build on prior experiences. Amid the current pandemic, some of these 
changes have been amplified and some of the potential continuities disrupted. 
Understanding transitions and working proactively to help all involved manage the 
changes, while at the same time promoting continuity, is an essential facet of sup-
porting wellbeing.

There are many potential short- and longer-term impacts of the pandemic that are 
yet to emerge. Indications are that these impacts will disproportionately affect chil-
dren and families living in challenging circumstances. When children have opportu-
nities to return to early childhood and school education, supporting their wellbeing 
should be a primary concern (Cowie & Myers, 2020; Hoffman & Miller, 2020). 
This will require agencies and organisations from many different sectors to work 
collaboratively to support children, families, educators, and communities. One 
tranche of strategies to offer such support will need to focus on educational transi-
tions for young children. The underlying purpose of these strategies will be to build 
and strengthen connections with education and, in doing so, generate a positive 

10  Experiences and Explorations of Transitions to School



150

sense of value and belonging for children – and their families – that promotes ongo-
ing engagement with early childhood and school education.

As in most countries around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic promoted many 
changes in the provision of early childhood and school education. In the following 
section, we share research and reports alongside the perspectives and experiences of 
the chapter authors about recent events.

�Responding to COVID-19

The Ministry of Education in Chile (2020) instituted a range of programmes and 
strategies which aimed to support children, families, and educators during the pan-
demic. These included creating on-line learning platforms for children in the early 
years of school and providing access to resources for teachers and families 
(Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), 2020a). 
Some resources were distributed in print in isolated areas, as well as online and 
through social media. As well as focusing on academic materials, a range of 
resources to support the wellbeing of children, families, and educators was devel-
oped. Adaptation of the food programme for kindergartens and schools involved the 
delivery of food baskets across the country, although the reach and comprehensive-
ness of this change to the programme is not clear.

The Undersecretariat of Early Childhood developed a web page with access to 
resources for early childhood teachers and launched the campaign Porque nos 
necesitamos, Yo te acompano (Because we need each other, I’ll accompany you at 
home). This campaign shared videos and activities that could be undertaken at 
home. The National Board of Kindergarten (Junji) also distributed resources for 
families promoting home-based activities for children aged 0–2 and 3–6  years 
(Ministry of Education, 2020).

These resources were necessary as all schools and preschools in Chile were 
closed during the 2020 academic year. While some reopened in 2021, there have 
also been closures and then re-openings as localities experienced additional quaran-
tine restrictions. During the pandemic, educators across early childhood and school 
contexts reported losing contact with the children, with many unable to maintain 
interactions (Elige Educar, 2020). Teachers of transition level cohorts reported dif-
ficulties contacting children during the lockdown periods, with only one third of 
teachers indicating that they were able to contact and monitor children’s participa-
tion and learning during 2020 (Un Buen Comienzo, 2020). Teachers, as well as 
families, reported feeling overwhelmed and stressed with their experiences of edu-
cation by distance (CEDEP, 2020; Elige Educar, 2020).

Distant or online schooling has increased social inequalities as children from 
poorer families have had less access to electronic devices and internet. Younger 
children have also been left behind as the software for online education used in 
Chile is language based, and often not designed for children in the early childhood 
years. As a result of limited access to online resources, preschool children in Chile 
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are reported to have had fewer structured learning experiences in 2020 than previ-
ous years (Centro UC, 2021), and educational disparities across socioeconomic 
groups are reported to have increased.

While many of the resources distributed through government programmes have 
sought to maintain bonds between children and their teachers and/or educational 
setting, there have been some major challenges around transition. For example, 
when preschools and schools re-opened, many children started attending these insti-
tutions without prior knowledge or experience of the settings. As well, many chil-
dren started attending these settings online, without meeting their teachers or 
classmates in person. As schools and early childhood settings reopened, some chil-
dren were able to attend for a brief time, before these settings again were forced to 
close. Researchers and educators are concerned that such small periods of personal 
interaction have not been sufficient to build the relationships that underpin optimal 
transitions (Dockett & Perry, 2014; Jindal-Snape, 2018). Further, there is concern 
that transition in the early childhood years has not been a major topic of consider-
ation during the pandemic, even though there is mounting evidence that children are 
struggling with all the changes.

At the time of the pandemic, Brazil was a country already dealing with a strug-
gling economy, political crises, high levels of poverty and unemployment, and wide 
inequities across educational provision and access (Campos & Vieira, 2021; Human 
Rights Watch, 2021; OECD, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this situ-
ation, with measures such as the closure of schools and early childhood settings 
having major impacts on families living in vulnerable and precarious contexts 
across diverse geographic locations. As responsibilities for managing the health 
emergency were vested in states and municipalities, the impact was felt differently 
across the country.

The closure of schools and early childhood settings had a major impact on the 
everyday lives of children and families. School educators made use of podcasts and 
on-line material (UNICEF, 2020a), such as Educação em Rede (Network Education) 
(Nova Escola, 2021), which provided resources to support distance education. 
However, these strategies also highlighted the digital divide across the country, with 
many children and families having no access to either the internet or electronic 
devices (Núcleo Ciência pela Infância (NCPI), 2020) and educators facing chal-
lenges in adjusting materials for online delivery (UNDIME Brasil, 2021).

School closures also saw disruption to the national school feeding programme, a 
primary source of nutrition for approximately 40 million children across the coun-
try (Lourenço et al., 2021). The disruption to this programme also impacted the 
livelihoods of many farmers, for whom the programme was a major source of 
income, further exacerbating social and economic inequalities. Municipalities 
adopted different strategies to distribute food kits or vouchers to families. However, 
these did not reach all families (Instituto Rui Barbosa, 2020). Other consequences 
of the suspension of face-to-face classes included increasing drop-out rates for the 
children experiencing disadvantage and increased rates of domestic violence 
(UNICEF, 2020a). The re-opening of schools has not necessarily alleviated these 
challenges.
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The closure of early childhood settings resulted in social isolation for many chil-
dren, as they lost contact with their friends and educators and experienced times of 
sadness, frustration, and confusion (Campos & Vieira, 2021). Rather than rely on 
distance learning, educators of young children often sought ways to connect person-
ally with families and to engage families in the implementation of activities. As a 
consequence, the workload of teachers increased, despite often reduced working 
conditions and salary (Gestrado, 2020). The expectations of families also increased. 
Tasks associated with educating young children fell to women “mainly mothers, but 
also grandmothers or older siblings. It seems that those who are in charge of chil-
dren’s education at school and at home continue to follow the dominant gender 
hierarchy in society during the pandemic” (Campos & Vieira, 2021, p.  130). 
Emphasising the gendered impact of the pandemic across Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Miranda (2020, p. 10) notes:

The closing of schools and childcare services increases stress levels on all families, espe-
cially single-parent households and those headed by women. The lockdowns have exacer-
bated the impacts of unequal pressure on women and girls to do care work.

Even with schools and early childhood settings re-opening, families reported feel-
ing hesitant about sending their children to school or early childhood settings. While 
substantial progress has been made in making schools and early childhood settings 
hygienically safe for children, difference in infrastructure means that this remains a 
challenge in some areas (UNICEF, 2020a).

As in Chile, the topic of transition to school does not seem to have garnered a 
great deal of attention or planning in Brazil. While many teachers have made efforts 
to remain connected to children from their class groups, making and retaining such 
connections is more difficult when educators and children do not know each other, 
as is often the case when children start school. Despite the efforts of teachers, many 
children have been isolated from their peers and adults outside the family. Much 
focus has been directed towards the re-opening of schools and early childhood set-
tings, yet there have been few attempts to plan transitions in ways that value chil-
dren’s experiences and perspectives or that recognise the changed relationships 
among families, early childhood settings, and schools. 

Schools and early childhood settings were closed in Mexico for an extended 
period from March 2020. In-person classes were replaced with Aprende en Casa 
(Learning from Home) (Government of Mexico, 2020) that relied heavily on televi-
sion programmes purposefully crafted for each school level and which were broad-
cast through the day. The Learning from Home programme included a series of 
activities for preschool-aged children and was available in both Spanish and English. 
The televised lessons and activities were accompanied by online platforms and 
radio podcasts, and textbooks and workbooks were made available online for 
children.

While the production and broadcast of materials was a major achievement, con-
cerns were raised about the actual reach and accessibility of the materials and the 
models of teaching and learning promoted. With only 63% of children aged 
3–6 years having access to remote learning, and fewer than a third of parents – 29% 
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of those reported in a survey (World Bank, 2021a) – being available to work through 
the televised programmes with their children, many children and families ceased to 
engage with the educational programme. By May 2020, schools had lost contact 
with 20% of children (Secretaria de Educación Publica, 2020). The accessibility of 
the overall programme was also hindered by limited content available in indigenous 
languages and concerns around the discrete subject-based transmission modes of 
delivery and focus on textbooks promoted by distance education, as opposed to the 
more interactive modes of face-to-face pedagogies (Dietz & Cortés, 2021).

The closure of schools and early childhood settings has implications for the 
health and wellbeing of children and families, as well as educators. Consistent use 
of screens to present and or follow classes on television is often accompanied by 
limited physical activity, and attendant risks of obesity, and other consequences for 
physical and mental health, such as irritability, anxiety, and lack of concentration 
(Idele, 2021; UNICEF, 2021b). As in other countries, changes to the nature of work 
for early childhood educators, including requirements to manage new health proto-
cols, prepare and deliver materials for remote learning, and engage with families in 
different ways have contributed to increased professional demands (Atiles et  al., 
2021). Concerns have also been raised about the mental health of parents, particu-
larly mothers, as they were expected to assume roles of both parent and teacher 
(Guerrero et al., 2020).

The closure of Mexican schools and the move to distance education has high-
lighted  – and in many cases, exacerbated  – a range of structural inequalities in 
education. These include unequal access to the internet and electronic devices 
(OECD, 2020b); the absence of safe spaces in homes – especially for girls who 
often are required to take on care responsibilities or who may experience violence 
and abuse (UNICEF, 2020b); food insecurity (Gaitán-Rossi et al., 2021) and poor 
hygiene conditions (OECD, 2020c).

While the Mexican government has announced that “well-being as well as sensi-
tivity to diverse contexts will be a priority in its school re-opening strategy” (OECD, 
2020a, p.  29), no specific strategies were identified to support the transition to 
school. Proposals to focus on socioemotional, as well as academic support, as 
schools re-open will be important. However, to date, these proposals have not con-
sidered the impact of limited opportunities for children to build relationships with 
their peers and educators as they experience their transition to school, nor have they 
addressed the nature of relationships among families, schools and communities that 
will be required to build and maintain trust in the safety of schools and early child-
hood settings.

Even before the pandemic hit, Cuba was experiencing a challenging economic 
situation – with shortages of many resources exacerbated by the US blockade. 2020 
was also the year in which Cuba experienced two major hurricanes – Laura (August) 
and Eta (November) (UNICEF, 2020c).

As in other countries, Cuban schools closed in March 2020 and classes moved 
from in-person to distance modes, utilising programmes on national television and 
the publication of materials on social media sites. While most schools re-opened in 
September 2020, closures have occurred again in 2021 with growing numbers of 
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COVID-19 cases (UNICEF, 2021a). To replace face-to-face classes, the Ministry of 
Education developed a series of programmes which were televised nationally 
(Ministerio de Educacion de Cuba/Fondo de las Naciones Unidas para la Infancia, 
2021). Teachers also utilised social media to share materials as well as telephone 
communication to maintain contact with children and families (Anderson & 
Delgado, 2021).

Despite the closure of schools, and with heightened hygienic measures, many 
early childhood settings remained open, catering particularly to working mothers. 
Attendance at early childhood settings was often substantially reduced. Some of 
the televised education programmes were directed towards younger children to 
support those engaging from home. Specifically, programmes broadcast on 
Thursdays were aimed at children aged 0–5  years old, and Friday programmes 
were geared to children aged 5–6 years (Ministerio de Educacion de Cuba/Fondo 
de las Naciones Unidas para la Infancia, 2021). Services such as home-based care 
and home food deliveries were continued, albeit to a reduced extent in some areas 
(UNICEF, 2020c).

Where children were not able to attend early childhood settings, considerable 
changes in family life were noted. Many families had to find alternative childcare 
arrangements and/or reorganise family life in order for family members to keep 
working. In both instances, there were disruptions to the routines and supports for 
children and families and the potential for psychological stress. Parents noted the 
challenges associated with caring for children at home as well as providing educa-
tionally stimulating and supportive environments. Mothers, in particular, reported 
feeling overloaded. Despite this, there were also positive reports of parents and 
children spending more time together (Morey et  al., 2020). The importance of 
schools and early childhood settings working with families to build trust, particu-
larly around the safety of these settings for children has been recognised 
(UNICEF, 2020a).

No specific plans or policies to address the impact of COVID-19 or school clo-
sures on the transition to school have been identified in Cuba. However, to mark the 
return to school in September 2020, UNICEF initiated a project inviting children to 
share photos of their first day back at school (Garcia, 2020). Children from across 
Cuba shared their joy at returning to preschool and school, and even those who were 
not yet able to return to school shared images of learning from home and expressed 
their anticipation at meeting teachers and friends when this was possible. While not 
a specific programme to support transition, this project provided an avenue for chil-
dren to share their perspectives and recognised the move back to school, as well as 
starting school, as times of significance.

As in other countries, the impact of school closures has been noted across several 
areas: the digital divide has highlighted inequities in digital connectivity and infra-
structure; mental health concerns have risen; children’s nutrition has been impacted; 
disparities related to social, economic, gender and disability provisions have been 
exacerbated and increased violence and abuse against children noted (Anderson & 
Delgado, 2021; UNICEF, 2020c; World Bank, 2021a).
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�Overview of Responses to COVID-19

While in each of the countries, there has been a range of educational strategies 
implemented in response to the pandemic, the relative invisibility of young children 
is striking. The lack of information about young children and their families makes 
it difficult to assess the impact of both the pandemic and strategies aimed to cushion 
its impact (Osorio & Cardenas, 2021). Children, as well as their families, have expe-
rienced social isolation and disruption to their daily lives and routines. Parents and 
other caregivers have been expected to take on the dual roles of caring and educat-
ing, often while trying to maintain their own employment. Most often mothers – and 
girls – have been tasked with managing these dual roles. Educational policies have 
often been developed quickly, with potentially unintended consequences. Often the 
implementation of these polices has highlighted inequalities – especially the digital 
divide. The delivery of educational input online also raises issues about the pedago-
gies adopted, with concerns that one-way transmission pedagogies have replaced 
interactive, play-based pedagogies. It will be important to monitor how this might 
be changed as schools and early childhood settings re-open.

Much focus has been directed towards school closures and efforts to re-open 
them. This is clearly important, particularly when food security is tied to school 
operation. Much less attention has been directed towards aspects of transition as 
educators, children and families manage the many changes encountered and seek to 
promote continuity.

Considerable attention has been paid to the academic consequences of school 
closures. In some countries, statements about school re-openings have been com-
plemented by reference to the importance of addressing the socioemotional needs of 
children as they return to school. However, there appears to be scant attention to the 
wellbeing of young children as they are about to commence or continue their school 
journey. The levels and availability of support for families and educators during the 
transition also are unclear.

In more ‘usual’ times, transitions to school provide opportunities for relationship 
building between and among children, families, and educators. These relationships, 
in turn, provide security and support for those involved, contributing positively to 
their overall wellbeing and transition to school (Dockett & Perry, 2014; Zulfiqar 
et al., 2018). Responses to COVID-19 have curtailed many of these opportunities. 
As we move out of the pandemic – in whatever timeframe that involves – it will be 
critical to consider the wellbeing of children, their families, and educators, and to 
build the sorts of connections that convey a positive sense of value and belonging. 
Planning for transitions to school can be a central plank of these efforts.

Many countries in Latin America faced challenges in the development and 
implementation of policies and practices to support young children and families 
before the pandemic (Osorio & Cardenas, 2021). This included efforts to address 
transition to early childhood settings and school. Despite this, major inroads had 
been made through substantial efforts to improve the educational experiences of 
young children. The contributed chapters of this book have highlighted many of 
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these. In the following discussion, we explore some of the recurrent themes from 
these chapters.

�Transitions to School in Cuba, Brazil, Mexico, and Chile

There is a long history of early childhood education across Latin American coun-
tries. As in many other contexts, the nature and purpose of this focus has changed 
over time as understandings and expectations of young children and families as well 
as state-based commitments to the early years have changed. As one example, in 
recent decades much of the focus has moved from providing care for vulnerable 
child populations towards the pedagogical orientation of providing quality early 
childhood education and care experiences (Peralta & Hernandez, 2012). Changes 
have been noted in both research and practice across the early childhood field, all 
with the common aim of promoting positive early childhood education and care for 
young children. News of these changes often has not filtered into the broader 
national and international research and practice spheres; a situation Peralta and 
Hernandez (2012) explain by noting that the communities involved have tended to 
consider the changes as ‘works in progress’ and because, in various contexts, early 
childhood education has not attracted the same media attention as later years of 
education.

Early childhood education in Latin America has featured in a range of interna-
tional publications (Araujo et al., 2013; Vegas & Santibáñez, 2010). However, this 
has not consistently been the case for research and practice around educational tran-
sitions involving young children and their families. Exceptions include The Young 
Lives study, exploring childhood transitions in Peru (Ames, 2009, 2011, 2013; 
Ames & Rojas, 2009; Ames et al., 2010); the studies of Neves and colleagues in 
Brazil (see, for example, Neves et al., 2017); the examination of transitions in Chile 
(Jadue-Roa, 2019; Jadue-Roa & Knust, 2019; Jadue-Roa et  al., 2018; Pardo & 
Woodrow, 2014); and recent studies in Mexico (Urbina-Garcia, 2019, 2020). These 
studies, as well as those reported in each of the chapters, have progressed discussion 
of transitions from largely statistical indicators – such as the numbers of children 
starting school – to the processes, practices and policies that support transitions and 
the perspectives of those directly involved in transitions. The chapters within this 
book contribute further to this discussion.

Despite different approaches to, and reports of, transition across the four coun-
tries, there are also some recurrent themes across the chapters. These are seen in the 
characterisations of transition as processes of change, readiness for school, and 
movement between educational settings; tensions between perceived tenets of early 
childhood education and school education; efforts to listen to the perspectives of 
children at times of transition; and opportunities for early childhood and school 
educators and systems to work collaboratively to promote optimal transitions. In 
discussing these themes, we also offer the caveat that in representing country per-
spectives as unified and singular, we run the risk of simplifying often complex 
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situations and silencing diverse voices. As a consequence, we urge readers to use the 
following discussion as a prompt for reflection on their own research, policy, and 
practice, rather than as a definitive account of the research, policy, and practice 
of others.

There are many ways to conceptualise transitions (see, for example, Dockett 
et al., 2017a, b; Dunlop, 2018; Jindal-Snape, 2010, 2016, 2018). Those featured in 
chapters of this book are the framing of transition as processes of change; transition 
as preparing children for school; and transition as movement.

Processes of change are highlighted by Cortazar, Poblete and Ahumada (Chap. 
2) and Marega and Sforni (Chap. 6). The former draw on an ecological definition of 
transition emphasising processes of change and the relationship contexts that sur-
round these. Noting potential tension between an externally imposed timeframe for 
transition and each individual’s subjective experience, the latter chapter explains that

from the subjective point of view, or rather, from the point of view of the person who experi-
ences change, it is not something with a duration of one day or one month, but it involves a 
period before and after the fact in itself. Therefore, it is necessary to speak of a transition 
process. (Sforni, 2019, p. 285)

Most definitions of transition acknowledge the importance of change (Dockett 
et al., 2017a). While change is an integral stimulus for transition, it is the processes 
around that change that “generate new ways of being, operating and interacting to 
meet the changed demands of the new context” (Dockett et al., 2017b, p. 9). Changes 
occur not only in the spaces and places inhabited by children, but also in their roles, 
status, and identities as they engage with new people and new expectations. Change 
is also experienced by those around the child – as outlined in bio-ecological system 
approaches to transition (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Dunlop, 2014; Perry 
et al., 2014) – including parents, other family members, and educators. This per-
spective is in line with the Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions theory 
(Jindal-Snape, 2016, 2018) which argues that children are likely to experience mul-
tiple concurrent transitions in several domains (e.g., psychological, academic) and 
contexts (e.g., home, preschool) over time. Further, children’s transitions are likely 
to trigger transitions for significant others and vice versa.

However, transition does not only involve change. In most instances, elements of 
continuity can be discerned. Often continuity is provided by family and community, 
for example through continuity of relationships and support. Continuity can also be 
provided by curriculum or pedagogical alignment: the essence of continuity is 
building on what has gone before (Dockett & Einarsdóttir, 2017). In educational 
contexts, much attention has been paid to the discontinuities that occur between 
early childhood and primary education and to strategies that aim to address these 
(Boyle et al., 2018; Dockett & Perry, 2014). Often, discontinuities are regarded as 
problematic and to be avoided. However, it is also important to consider way in 
which discontinuities can provoke learning or change potentially negative situations 
(Dockett & Einarsdóttir, 2017).

The importance of collaboration among educators as a strategy to promote con-
tinuity is highlighted by Prado and Merli (Chap. 7). Despite official polices and 
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documentation supporting this, the comments from teachers reported in the chapter 
indicate that such collaboration often does not happen. At the same time, they argue 
that professional dialogue has the potential to enhance the ways in which early 
childhood and school educators work together. Guglielmo, Jurdi, and Pereira (Chap. 
9), in their detailed consideration of transitions within the Waldorf School system in 
Brazil, offer a similar position, identifying the potential of the transition space to 
promote opportunities for preschool and school educators to work together to pro-
mote positive educational outcomes, while also acknowledging that it is not always 
easy or comfortable to work in that space. Ciardella and Galain (Chap. 8) also call 
for greater debate about the potential continuities between the stages of early child-
hood and fundamental education, as a way of helping educators to plan for transi-
tions. Further, Narea, Godoy, and Treviño (Chap. 3) ask us all to reflect on 
continuities and discontinuities as we ponder how to promote ‘child-respectful’ 
transitions.

Focus on children’s academic and skill development feature in characterisations 
of transition as a process of ‘getting ready for school’ (Bingham & Whitebread, 
2012; Pianta et al., 2007). Underpinning this is a focus on children’s development 
and skills, particularly those required for functioning successfully in a school envi-
ronment. For example, Garcia-Cabrero et al. (Chap. 4) describe a range of Mexican 
studies assessing the effectiveness of preschool programmes and intervention stud-
ies in helping children develop the skills they will need to succeed in school. They 
note clear discontinuities between preschool and school, with emphasis on play-
based curricula in preschool and strong emphasis on academic development in 
schools.

Noting a similar difference between preschool and school in Cuba, Comans 
(Chap. 5) outlines a diagnostic process of assessing children’s development and 
comparing this with the skills and knowledge they are expected to encounter in the 
first grade of school. While this strategy also emphasises the importance of children 
being ready for school, interactions between the early childhood educator and the 
first grade teacher, as they make this assessment, has the potential to promote col-
laboration and continuity.

Movement features in many definitions of transition – often referring to the phys-
ical movement made by children and families as they leave one setting and move to 
another (Dockett et al., 2017a). As indicated across the chapters, school settings are 
often quite different physically from early childhood settings; for example, class-
rooms and playgrounds often look, sound, feel, and even smell different. The pan-
demic changed these settings further as many learning experiences and interactions 
moved to virtual and/or socially distant spaces. As well, some spaces changed their 
functions – for example, as school and home spaces converged.

Each of the chapters describes vertical transitions – those that are expected to 
occur only once as children progress through the educational system (Pietarinen 
et  al., 2010). For example, Cortazar et  al. (Chap. 2) describe three transitions in 
Chile: as children move from home to nursery; from preschool to transition in early 
childhood education; and from the transition levels of primary school. These transi-
tions are aligned with age, with children aged up to 3 years attending nursery, those 

S. Dockett and B. Perry



159

aged 4–5 years attending transition, and children aged 6 years enrolled in primary 
school. Similar transitions are outlined by Comans (Chap. 5) as children in Cuba 
move from the individual and later group modes of home learning programmes 
within the family space, to kindergarten, preschool and then to the first grade of 
primary school.

Transitions aligned with age can be described as key life points that generate 
changes in the roles, status, and identities of individuals (Elder, 1998). As they are 
expected to occur only once, they can also constitute a rite of passage (van Gennep, 
1960). For example, the first day of school is expected to occur only once. However, 
in the context of COVID-19, many children in each of the countries will have expe-
rienced their first days of school, followed by a period of school closure, a return to 
school – and another first day – perhaps another time of school closure and then 
another first day back at school. van Gennep’s (1960) description of transition iden-
tifies it as a process involving three phases: the preliminal phase – where the indi-
vidual separates from one status; the liminal phase – where the individual is between 
states; and the post-liminal phase – where the individual’s new status is incorpo-
rated. Utilising this framework, it is quite possible that children making the vertical 
transition to school during COVID-19 experience a prolonged second phase of 
betwixt and between – not really sure if they are a school child and what that might 
mean for them. However, COVID-19 may also have provided opportunities for chil-
dren to occupy liminal spaces proactively and take their time to adapt (Gordon 
et al., 2020).

Complementing vertical transitions are horizontal transitions – those made regu-
larly between different settings, such as the daily movements made between home 
and school (Johansson, 2007; Vogler et al., 2008). These transitions connect differ-
ent spheres of life. They are not linked to age in the same way as vertical transitions, 
as individuals make these movements on a regular basis. In the same way that verti-
cal transitions have been impacted by the pandemic, children’s movements between 
home and other spheres of life, such as school, will have been restricted. Around the 
world, disruptions to these horizontal transitions have been associated with increased 
levels of abuse and neglect, as well as reduced access to support (Thomas et al., 
2020; UNICEF, 2021a; Usher et al., 2020) and food insecurity (Gaitán-Rossi et al., 
2021). In addition, the regular monitoring and support usually provided by teachers 
has been removed during school closures. Alongside these negative changes, are 
also reports of the potentially positive impact of families spending time together and 
the use of technology to maintain contact with extended family and friends (Morey 
et al., 2020).

In each of the four countries, governments have instituted policies aimed at pro-
moting early childhood education. This has been accompanied by increased govern-
ment expenditure (Arrabal, 2019). In Cuba, Mexico, Brazil and Chile, early 
childhood education has been designated as the first level of the national education 
system. Despite preschool education being compulsory across Mexico, Brazil and 
Chile, and the expansion of provision, there remain high levels of variability in 
access and attendance (Arrabal, 2019). Cuba reports 99.5% of children under six as 
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participating in early learning programs delivered either in settings or in homes 
(UNICEF, 2016).

The transitions to school discussed across the chapters are linked to age. The age 
at which children start school is defined with each country’s legal framework. For 
example, the Brazilian constitution (Brasil, 1988) recognised early childhood edu-
cation as a right for all. From 2005, legal changes lowered the age of compulsory 
school attendance from 7 to 6 years. As a consequence, elementary education was 
expanded from 8 to 9 years, and the period of early childhood education was reduced 
by 1 year. Opening up school education to young children can be considered a move 
to support equity, promoting access for all children to the education that has the 
potential to have a positive impact on their educational and life outcomes.

Promoting equity is one of three often cited reasons for supporting early child-
hood education worldwide. The other two reasons relate to economic benefits, with 
investment in early childhood education positioned as providing a positive return; 
and the impetus provided for increased female employment when early childhood 
services are available (Pardo & Woodrow, 2014). However, Marega and Sforni 
(Chap. 6) remind us that is not only access to education that is important, but also 
the nature of the education that is provided. Indeed, Pardo and Woodrow (2014) 
argue that the three reasons noted above are at odds with one of the core tenets of 
early childhood education – the intrinsic value in such education for children right 
now (‘being’), rather than only as a future investment or as a contributor to the 
‘adult in the making’ (‘becoming’).

The debate about notions of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ is a worldwide phenome-
non, with perceptions of children as social actors actively constructing and living 
their own childhoods opposed to views of children in terms of what they might 
become (Huang, 2019; Qvortrup, 2004; Uprichard, 2008). The conceptualisation of 
childhood influences not only how children are perceived but also the ways in which 
education is structured and delivered. Typically, the notion of childhood as a time of 
‘being’ recognises children as integral members of society right now, actively con-
structing understandings and ways of being. The educational focus that follows 
from this view promotes social interactions, exploration, and child-initiated play. In 
contrast, the view of children as ‘becomings’ positions childhood as a time of prepa-
ration for adulthood and, through this, citizenship. In an educational sense, regard-
ing children as ‘becomings’ emphasises the role of adults as holders of knowledge 
to be shared with children. While both positions are extremes and there is much to 
be gained from regarding children as both ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ (Uprichard, 
2008), the conceptual framework surrounding children and childhood influences the 
provision and purpose of early childhood education. In this context, Ciardella and 
Galian (Chap. 8) urge us all to consider childhood as an important phase of life and 
not to focus only on children’s ‘lack of finishing’.

We see this in trends towards the schoolification – or schoolarisation – of early 
childhood education as part of moves to improve the educational outcomes at the 
primary and secondary levels (Arrabal, 2019). Schoolification (Moss, 2013) or 
schoolarisation (Ackesjö & Persson, 2019) positions early childhood education as a 
space for making children ready for school largely through the adoption of the 
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content and methods of the primary school while, at the same time, being distanced 
from the wholistic, child-centred, play-based focus of early childhood education 
(OECD, 2006).

For example, preschool programmes in Brazil and transition programs in Chile 
for children aged 4–5 years are offered in the public school system. While there are 
policy guidelines about the inclusion of younger children into the public school 
system, several of the chapters in this book suggest that there is often considerable 
slippage between what is written in official documents and what happens in practice 
(see also Campos, 2018; Pardo & Opazo, 2019). For example, Marega and Sforni 
(Chap. 6) note concerns that locating young children in primary schools exposes 
them to formal and routine teaching situations, rather than the play-based expecta-
tions of early childhood education. Prado and Merli (Chap. 7) indicate that the intro-
duction of the younger age group into school settings was not accompanied by 
additional professional learning opportunities for elementary teachers and as a con-
sequence, the curriculum and pedagogy of elementary school filtered down to the 
preschool years. Narea et al. (Chap. 3) conclude that, despite resistance from early 
childhood educators and exhortations in government policy, there is a clear trend 
towards schoolification in Chile. Their proposed alternative perspective  – that 
schools should be ready for children – draws on the framework outlined by Moss 
(2008, 2013) and advocates for the incorporation of elements of early childhood 
education within school settings. Several of the studies reported by Garcia-Cabrero 
et al. (Chap. 4) and Comans (Chap. 5) also note the emphasis on ensuring that chil-
dren are prepared to enter primary school, rather than schools being prepared for 
children.

One of the consequences of schoolification is a narrowing of the curriculum to 
focus on literacy and numeracy, often at the expense of play and developmentally 
based curriculum. Gugliemo, Jurdi and Pereira (Chap. 9) confront this in their con-
trast of age-based and developmentally-based decisions about children’s prepared-
ness for school. Marega and Sforni (Chap. 6) take this a step further in their argument 
that playing and studying are not necessarily separate processes, noting that both are 
central elements of young children’s learning. Comans (Chap. 5) also links play and 
study activity, noting that play can provide a vehicle for preparing children for 
study. However, this conceptualisation does not necessarily match the experiences 
and expectations of children. Ciardella and Galian’s (Chap. 8) interviews with chil-
dren indicated that children in school settings (years 1 and 5) dismissed play as the 
actions of babies. Instead, they identified their learning as dependent on their 
teachers.

Listening to the perspectives of those experiencing the transition to school has 
the potential to inform our understandings as well as policy and practice. This 
approach is applicable for educators and families, and also for children (Dockett 
et al., 2019). When we make efforts to listen to children, we often find that their 
expectations are different from those of adults. The comments from children 
reported by Ciardella and Galian (Chap. 8) provide an example of this. In particular, 
they highlight adult efforts to make transitions as smooth as possible, and children’s 
association of transition with ‘growing up’ and changing, with such changes 
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evidenced by changed environments, expectations and experiences (Dockett & 
Einarsdóttir, 2017). Much can be learned from recognising children as active in 
constructing their own transitions and managing change (Jadue-Roa, 2019; 
Lago, 2019).

Finally, as we consider the similarities and differences across countries as they 
promote optimal transition to school for all, we cannot ignore the influence of global 
agendas and international comparisons. For example, three of the countries repre-
sented in the book are either member nations of the OECD (Chile, Mexico) or are 
potential membership nations (Brazil). Further, large international organisations 
such as UNICEF, UNESCO, the World Bank, WHO, and OMEP are active across 
all four countries. The sharing of information, approaches, and reports about early 
childhood education in general, and transitions in particular, feeds into international 
comparisons and debates about issues such as provision, policy, practice, access, 
and outcomes (OECD, 2017). While the international focus has the potential to 
celebrate diversity, prompt greater investment in early childhood education and pro-
mote international collaboration, it can also generate greater scrutiny and promote a 
narrowing of perspectives about what constitutes effective approaches (Campbell-
Barr & Bogatić, 2017).

�Looking to the Future

As indicated in each of the chapters, there is the potential for much ongoing transi-
tions research. The nature, focus and context of this research will vary. Nevertheless, 
considering the research reported in the chapters and the potential impact of 
COVID-19, there seem to be several common avenues for future investigation. 
While these foci may be similar across many parts of the world, the importance of 
context cannot be overlooked. We therefore anticipate that transitions research from 
Latin American countries will contribute to ongoing international conversations and 
influence national policies, projects, and practice.

It is unclear what the wellbeing, health, and education impacts of COVID-19 will 
be in both the short and long term. It is reasonable to expect that economic impacts 
will be felt for decades to come. The chapters in this book have reiterated the impor-
tance of young children’s experiences of childhood, particularly their right to play. 
Yet across 2020–2021, the nature of childhood and children’s experiences have 
changed dramatically for many. In addition to facing challenges, many children, 
families, and educators have demonstrated considerable strength and resilience. 
How we recognise the efforts made to address challenges and build on these 
strengths could determine future research and policy agendas for educational transi-
tions. For example:

•	 Has the value we place on educators, including early childhood educators, been 
enhanced during the pandemic? If so, is this reflected in the status and profes-
sionalism of the workforce, as well as wages and conditions?
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•	 How do we acknowledge the work of early childhood educators as they have 
rapidly adapted pedagogies and practices to respond to children and families? 
What are the long-term impacts of these changes?

•	 What are effective strategies to promote collaboration among early childhood 
and school educators as they support children making the transition to, or transi-
tion back to, school? How can these strategies contribute to efforts to make 
schools ready for children, as well as children ready for school?

•	 The pandemic has highlighted the importance of teacher-child relationships and 
challenges – particularly during educational transitions – where these have not 
been established or maintained. What research, policy, and/or practices are 
devoted to building or re-building the relationships necessary to support chil-
dren’s positive engagement, or re-engagement, with school?

•	 Parents and other family members have been recognised as critical contributors 
to their children’s education. As we move out of the pandemic, how does this 
recognition of the importance of family perspectives contribute to a new vision 
of education in general and transition to school in particular?

•	 How can we use the disruption caused by the pandemic to reconsider the nature 
and purpose of education, particularly early childhood and early school educa-
tion? The past 18  months has demonstrated that teaching and learning is not 
confined to classrooms or face-to-face interactions. What can we learn from 
adaptations to the pandemic about what we most value about early childhood 
education and how we can change the ways schools and early childhood settings 
function to reflect what we value?

•	 How can we ensure that children’s wellbeing – as well as the wellbeing of fami-
lies, educators, and communities – is at the centre of efforts to connect and re-
connect children with education?

•	 What do commitments to greater equity and access for all children and families 
look like in early childhood? How can the focus on transition to school contrib-
ute to these commitments?

•	 The pandemic has highlighted – and sometimes exacerbated – disparities in edu-
cation such as the digital divide. How can a focus on early childhood education 
contribute to the amelioration of these disparities?

•	 During the pandemic, children have demonstrated strengths and resilience. Their 
generation will also be required to manage many of the longer-term impacts of 
the pandemic. Yet their voices are rarely heard in educational conversations or in 
exploration of research, policy, and practice. How do we engage respectfully and 
authentically with children about educational issues, such as transitions? How 
can we promote children’s engagement in educational decision-making?

Many of these directions are reflected in the World Bank’s (2021c) call for nations 
to seize the opportunity to reimagine education so that it is:

•	 Equitable  – where schools and homes have the conditions and support for 
learning;

•	 Effective – where teachers and schools are equipped to support each student at 
the level she/he needs; and
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•	 Resilient – with education services that are well-managed, safe and free of vio-
lence and ensure continuity in the learning process between the school, home 
and community.

We support such moves and believe that a focus on transitions research has much to 
contribute. Rather than seeking a return to the situation before the pandemic, we see 
opportunities for positive change. This is important, as in the words of UNICEF 
Executive Director, Henrietta Fore, “children will never accept a return to ‘normal’ 
after the pandemic because ‘normal’ was never good enough” (UNICEF, 
2020d, p. 2).

�Conclusion

Across each of the chapters and reflecting the context in the four countries, tensions 
are noted as national policies highlight the importance and value of early childhood 
education and care, while at the same time positioning it as the first phase of com-
pulsory education. Increasingly, policy makers and researchers are looking to tran-
sitions research to inform practice and policy directions. In countries where this has 
not yet occurred, international policy forums have already flagged the need to 
advance the quality and access of early childhood education as an equity issue 
(OECD, 2018). We note the global pressures that connect early childhood education 
with both social and academic futures and the many challenges faced as the world 
grapples with the COVID-19 pandemic. However, we are also heartened by the 
efforts of researchers to understand educational transitions and to explore ways in 
which they might work together to promote optimal experiences for all.

Several reasons have underpinned our efforts to share the perspectives of transi-
tion across the four countries represented in this book. First and foremost has been 
to access and share valuable research that is often not accessible to the English-
speaking world. We do this not as a means to make judgements or comparisons, but 
rather as a prompt for reflection on our own practices and to contribute to national 
and international conversations about research, policy, and practice around educa-
tional transitions for young children and their families. The reports from each coun-
try are not presented as models to be replicated: rather as prompts to reflect upon 
what we each take for granted and to problematise our own expectations. As a learn-
ing community, we have much to learn from listening to others. Building networks 
where diverse experiences are valued and respected, as well as analysed, can help 
provide a platform that supports educators and researchers as they continue their 
work and branch out in new and challenging directions. Our aim in editing this book 
has been to do just that.
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