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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:

e Examine how learning is organized across a range of cultures, particularly indig-
enous communities

e 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

e Examine how early childhood education is researched locally and globally

e 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

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

The series covers theoretical works, evidence-based pedagogical research, and
international research studies. The series also covers a broad range of countries,
including majority poor countries. Classical areas of interest, such as play, the
images of childhood, and family studies, will also be examined. However, the focus
is critical and international (not Western-centric).
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Chapter 1
Transition to School: A Family Affair

Sue Dockett, Wilfried Griebel, and Bob Perry

1.1 Introduction

Transition is an elusive concept. Within the English language, we use the term tran-
sition to describe the passage from one state or stage to another — whether it be for
individuals, organisations or systems — across fields as diverse as education, music,
science, economics and politics. Transition in all of these areas involves the notion
of change. In educational contexts, transition generally refers to the movement of
children from one stage of education to another. Examples include the transition to
school, transition from primary to secondary school, and the transition from school
to work or tertiary study.

It is not only with English that variation in the understanding and use of the term
transition is to be found. While terms such as dvergang (Swedish), iibergang
(German), parejas (Latvian), transicdo (Portugese), transizione (Italian) and
npeaasak (Serbian), translate to the English term transition, some of our colleagues
note that these terms fall short of capturing the complex processes that together
constitute transition experiences in education. For example, the Polish term przejs-
cie translates as ‘passage’, though the term adaptacja (adaptation) is sometimes
used to describe children’s transition to school, even though it tends to refer to a
one-way, rather than a reciprocal, process.

We highlight these variations as a way of foregrounding diverse approaches
towards, and interpretations of, transition. With chapter authors drawn from several
different countries and different language backgrounds, we appreciate the different

S. Dockett (P<)) » B. Perry
School of Education, Charles Sturt University, Albury-Wodonga, Australia
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voices and nuances used in describing the experiences of transitions. As educators,
we hope this exploration can contribute to further transitions research in other
contexts.

Several points can be drawn from the linguistic exercise of exploring the term
transition, its translations and the significance of the term transition to school. The
first is that the term often is used to refer to movement — the passage — from prior-to-
school experiences to school. This sense conveys one-way, sequential movement
from one stage or setting to another, often accompanied by expectations that children
must adapt to the new educational environment. Secondly, the term is used widely in
English-based publications, but much may be lost in translation — both by using the
English term and by failing to acknowledge other terms that may provide a more
nuanced perspective of educational transitions. An example of the latter is the Swedish
term, overgdng. When used as a noun, dvergdng refers to a zone or overlapping
arena, an intersection with only one direction. However, when used as a verb, the
term implies a back-and-forth process (Helena Ackesjo, personal communication).
A similar focus comes from the Australian Aboriginal term ‘fire-stick period’:

We not only use the term ‘transition’ which can imply a one-way journey towards some-
thing better, but also the term ‘fire-stick” period (an Aboriginal term for a stick that is kept
alight to ensure the availability of fire). This highlights the way in which culture is not
something to be left behind, but is an integral part of lives...[Children] need to adjust to an
extra range and layer of experiences, demands and expectations...the ‘fire-stick’ period
equates with the time needed for [children and families] to learn how to navigate between
their home and school cultures. (Clancy et al. 2001, p. 57)

Much of the research literature related to educational transitions emphasises the
element of change — be it change of context, environment, experiences, expecta-
tions, roles, identities, and/or status — for those involved. Indeed, many of the chap-
ters in this book draw on a range of theoretical perspectives to highlight the element
of change and its centrality to educational transitions.

However, educational transition is not only characterised by change: there are
also elements of continuity, as referenced by the ‘fire-stick’ period and the notion of
overlapping contexts. Further, it is not only children who experience both continuity
and change at times of educational transition. While recognising the importance of
change, in this chapter we emphasise educational transitions as times of both conti-
nuity and change. From this position we explore the importance of families within
educational transitions, particularly the transition to school. We do this on the basis
that families provide one of the consistent contexts for children as they — and those
around them — experience the transition to school.

1.2 Defining Transition

The concept of transition appears in and across many theoretical frameworks.
Current perspectives draw on anthropological (Turner 1969; van Gennep 1960),
sociocultural (Elder 1998; Rogoff 2003), ecological (Bronfenbrenner and Morris
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2006; Weisner 1984), as well as psychological (Cowan 1991; Zittoun 2008)
traditions and tenets. Each of these frameworks is utilised in the reports of research
in this book.

What then do we mean by transition? Broadly, we define transition as times
when ‘individuals change their role in their community’s structure’ (Rogoff 2003,
p. 150). This definition locates transitions within social and cultural contexts and
highlights the interactions of individuals and institutions as sources of potential sup-
port and tension. Transitions impact on the individual and their social contexts
(Beach 1999). Role changes often occur as a result of specific events — such as start-
ing school — but also involve ‘subtle, complex processes of ‘becoming somebody”
(Ecclestone et al. 2010, p. 7). Integral to transitions are changes to identity, agency,
role and status — a change in the ‘sense of self” (Beach 1999, p. 114). When children
start school, they construct their identity as school students, adopt the markers of a
school student (such as the uniform and school bag), experience a change in their
agency as new factors influence their actions and choices, and participate in the
institutional context of school. At the same time as they construct a school identity,
children retain their home identity — moving regularly between home and school
identities. Families, too, undergo transitions as children start school. Parents experi-
ence a role change as they become parents of a school student; the requirements and
expectations of schools often result in changes to their agency, influencing choices
and actions about what can or should be done in particular circumstances. Their
status within the community or educational groups may change as they respond to
changed roles and expectations.

1.3 Transition in Context

Major life events provide the impetus for people to change their sense of who they are
and where they belong in the world. Transitions can be times of risk, uncertainty and
anxiety; they can also be times of excitement and pleasure, as well as times of mixed,
sometimes conflicting, emotions. Educational transitions — particularly the transition
to school — have become a feature of policy attention in many countries around the
world. Primarily, the focus has been on efforts to manage or ease transition experi-
ences (see for example, Jindal-Snape 2010; Laverick and Jalongo 2011; Perry et al.
2014). This attention is tied to broader policy agendas, such as moves to increase
educational participation, promote educational outcomes and respond to concerns
about educational disadvantage and exclusion. The target groups for many transition
policy initiatives are those described as vulnerable or disadvantaged. For example, the
Council of Australian Governments (COAG) (2009) has argued for increased atten-
tion to the transition to school as a strategy to improve ‘educational, employment,
health and wellbeing outcomes’ (p. 4), ‘reduce inequalities in outcomes between
groups of children’ (p. 6) and disrupt cycles of social and economic disadvantage.
These commitments assume that educational transitions will be problematic for
some groups of children and their families and that, unless addressed, such difficulties
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will be perpetuated in cycles of intergenerational disadvantage. As a consequence,
policy documents tend to focus on transitions as problematic and identify specific
groups in need of support (Dockett 2014; Perry 2014). Further, they emphasise the
potentially negative aspects of transition, rather than the opportunities generated by
new and different experiences and the possibilities of creative risk (Biesta 2006;
Educational Transitions and Change (ETC) Research Group 2011). As several chap-
ters in this book attest, it is important to critique the universality of these assump-
tions and to question expectations around the transition to school and the ways in
which children and families manage this. In recognising the strengths of particular
individuals, families, and communities, the chapters in this book move away from
the deficit perspectives that drive many approaches to transition policy and instead
highlight the strengths of refugee and immigrant parents (Chap. 3); parents of chil-
dren with special needs (Chap. 4), and families described as ‘vulnerable’ or living
in low socio-economic circumstances (Chaps. 5, 6, 13, 14, and 16).

1.4 Exploring Transition

In providing an overview of the chapters in the book, we explore conceptualisations
of educational transition and the ways in which these are utilised by chapter authors.
We follow this overview with examination of the ways in which families position
themselves, or are positioned, as children make the transition to school. In conclud-
ing, we highlight the integral involvement of families in the transition to school.

Several elements contribute to conceptualisations of educational transition.
These include a focus on some form of movement, identification of events that mark
transition and recognition of the processes that constitute transition. Each of these
is underpinned by a range of theoretical perspectives.

1.4.1 Transition as Movement

Movement is an explicit element of many educational transitions as individuals
physically move between contexts, such as between an early childhood setting and
school, from primary to secondary school, or from one grade to the next. Some
educational transitions (sometimes described as ‘transfers’) are expected to occur
only once and reflect the expected progression of life experiences. In this sense, the
transition to school — signified by the first day of school — tends to be an age-related
experience that occurs only once in a lifetime, reflecting the definition of transition
as a ‘passage’. Life-course theory (Elder 1998) posits such transitions as key points,
associated with changes in the roles, status and identities of individuals. From this
perspective, transitions are considered sequential, one-way, vertical movements. In
the case of educational transitions, it is expected that transition to preschool is
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followed by transition to school, transition to middle school or secondary school,
transition to university or work and so on.

The timing of vertical transitions varies in different social, cultural, economic
and political contexts. As chapter authors report, the age at which children start
school varies, with children in Germany, Poland and Sweden typically starting
school at a later age than children in England, Canada and Australia. This has impli-
cations for both the nature of experiences and the expectations associated with that
transition. For example, Chap. 12 reports the strong focus on children’s academic
readiness for school within England as children start school at age 4, and the pres-
sure this generates for families to ensure that their children are “ready” for school.
While the Swedish parents involved in Ackesjo’s study (Chap. 10) also referred to
elements of school readiness as their children made the move from preschool to the
preschool class, both emotional and academic attitudes were highlighted.

In contrast to vertical transitions, horizontal transitions such as the daily move-
ments between home and school, or transitions between school and school age care,
occur on a regular basis and serve to connect different spheres of interaction and
influence (Kagan 1991; Lam and Pollard 2006). While much of the international
research focus on educational transitions addresses vertical transitions — for exam-
ple, starting school — and the significance of this for later educational engagement
(Dunlop and Fabian 2007; Perry et al. 2014; Pianta and Cox 1999), there is growing
attention to the horizontal transitions experienced by children and the adults who
support them (Hughes et al. 2010; Johansson 2007; Petriwskyj et al. 2005).

Horizontal transitions occur as people are simultaneously members of more than
one community of practice, conceptualised by Wenger (1998) as groups of individu-
als participating in a communal activity, and constructing a shared identity through
contributing to and experiencing the practices of that community. Moving between
communities of practice requires recognition and crossing of the boundaries that
separate these. In a “communities of practice” framework, transition occurs not only
for the individual as they establish new identities and come to understand the new
context, but also for the community itself, as new members influence practices. The
same phenomenon is reported for families (Chaps. 2 and 15), as they make adjust-
ments to their practices in response to children starting school; as parents navigate
the perceived border between preschool and the preschool class in Sweden (Chap.
10); and as parents of children with intellectual disabilities work to provide a bridge
between home and school environments to assist in the border crossing experiences
(Chap. 4). These chapters also illustrate the ways in which horizontal and vertical
transitions can occur concurrently and influence each other.

1.4.2 Events That Mark Transition

Vertical transitions may feature specific events which themselves are marked by
special rites. In many instances, transition to school programs both mark the move
to school and consist of events signified by special rites. In Australia, such events
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include visits to the new school, purchase of the school uniform, meeting the prin-
cipal and classroom teacher, and a tour of the school.

The first day of school is one event marked by special rites. Though it constitutes
only one part of the transition process, the first day of school is marked by rites that
hold both individual and social significance. For example, as part of the ceremonial
start to school, German school starters are presented with Schultiite, a cone filled
with sweets and/or school supplies before engaging in celebrations with family.
New school students in Russia participate in The Day of Knowledge, the official
start of the new school year, characterised by the exchange of flowers and balloons
(Gessen 2012). In Australia, family traditions often include multiple photographs of
the new school student in their new uniform.

Framing transition to school as a significant life event has prompted several
researchers to draw on van Gennep’s (1960) anthropological reports of ‘rites of pas-
sage’ and associated rituals. His structural model of transition rites included three
phases: the preliminal, where the individual separates from their present status; the
liminal, in-between phase, where the individual is between states; and the post-
liminal phase where the new status is incorporated. Using a rites of passage frame-
work, starting school involves children separating from prior-to-school experiences,
waiting to start school (often during the summer holidays), and then joining a school
community (Ackesjo 2013; Garpelin 2014). The various rites inherent in the transi-
tion process act as a social markers — recognising the movement of individuals from
one status to another.

The liminal phase — described by Turner (1969, p. 95) as a time of being “betwixt
and between” — aligns with the notion of a bridge between contexts (Huser et al.
2016; Lam and Pollard 2006), and the processes of border crossing associated with
transitions. While researchers have questioned the nature of children’s experiences
on the bridge as they wait to start school (Garpelin 2014), and examined children’s
learning journeys across borders (Peters 2014), the research reported in this book
also considers the bridging experiences of families and their negotiations of border
crossing. Chapter 10 describes the potential of borders as both barriers and meeting
places — with the latter notion explored in Chap. 14’s use of the Cultural Interface
(Nakata 2002) framework to conceptualise the spaces where people come together.
Considering transitions as processes of border crossing generates opportunities to
consider the movement involved in vertical transitions (such as when children start
school) as well as the web of horizontal transitions navigated by children and their
families as they move between the linked contexts that characterise their lives.

The notion of rites marking change also featured in the work of Bourdieu (1991),
who addressed the social function of rituals as well as the boundaries identified and
crossed during transitions. In describing institutional rites, Bourdieu emphasised
their separating function as they marked a fundamental division in social order,
delineating those to whom the rites pertained from those to whom they were inac-
cessible. Bourdieu described the process of investiture, whereby the individual
adopted a changed representation of him/herself and the behaviours that accompa-
nied that changed representation. As a result of investiture, others also changed their
representation of the individual and the ways they behaved towards them. When
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considering transition to school, markers such as school uniform, school bag, and
homework signify to children, and those around them, that they have become mem-
bers of an institution. There are also marked changes for parents, as they adopt new
roles and behaviours associated with being the parent of a school child and respond
to the changed expectations of themselves and others.

The changes in status, identities and roles that accompany transitions are also a
feature of life-course theory (Elder 1998). While recognising that individuals make
a range of transitions throughout life, life-course theory highlights the importance
of linked lives and social ties. Individual lives are interdependent, linked by social
contexts and shared relationships. This is particularly relevant when considering the
role of families within transition, as an individual transition often has implications
for the experiences and relationships of others within the family. Recognition of life
course perspectives generates opportunities to explore not only the experiences of
children as they make the transition to school, but also the experiences of other fam-
ily members. For example, Chap. 2 notes that change is stimulated for parents at
times of educational transition, just as it provokes change for children, and Chap. 8
explores the role of grandparents and transition to school.

1.4.3 Processes of Transition
1.4.3.1 Proximal Processes

Life course theory links transitions with social context and social history. While
history is created by the actions and interactions of individuals and groups, histori-
cal conditions — including family history — also influence children’s experiences
(Elder 1998). Chapter 8 examines one set of contributors to family history, reporting
the influence of grandparents sharing their educational experiences. The positive
reciprocal interactions between grandparents and grandchildren outlined in this
chapter are framed as proximal processes — interactions that “occur on a fairly regu-
lar basis over extended periods of time” (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006, p. 797),
which contribute to family capital — a form of social capital characterised by access
to intergenerational knowledge (Coleman 1988). Family capital is entwined with
habitus (Bourdieu 1997), as family stories, traditions and expectations shape a set of
dispositions that support particular practices and guide decision-making within
families. Decisions related to educational transitions — such as school choice — are
influenced by family habitus (Chaps. 6 and 9).

Attention to proximal processes and recognition of the importance of historical
time connect life-course theory with bioecological approaches to the study of edu-
cational transitions. Bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006)
emphasises the importance of social and cultural contexts and the significance of
patterns of interaction (proximal processes) among and between those involved in
different contexts, over time. The best known element of bioecological theory relates
to the identification of nested systems — microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58329-7_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58329-7_8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58329-7_8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58329-7_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58329-7_9

8 S. Dockett et al.

and macrosystems — and the temporal element of transitions, reflected in reference
to the chronosystem. Alongside these systems, bioecological theory emphasises the
role of proximal processes and their interaction with the characteristics of individu-
als, including their experiences, resources, temperament and motivation, as well as
their agency. Taken together, the elements of person (P) characteristics, proximal
processes (P), contexts (C) and time (T), combine to form the PPCT model
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006), which provides the theoretical grounding for
several chapters in this book: Chap. 3 examines the microsystems of family and
schools and the potential mismatch between these as children from refugee and/or
immigrant backgrounds make the transition to school; Chap. 11 identifies gender as
a demand characteristic of individuals and explores the link between gender and
expectations as children start school; Chap. 8 emphasises the contribution of grand-
parents to proximal processes; and Chap. 16 uses the PPCT model to analyse com-
munication, information sharing and relationship-building between family members
and educators across the transition to school.

1.4.3.2 Routines as Processes

Proponents of ecocultural theory have been critical of the broad approach of bioeco-
logical theory, arguing that the proposed web of interconnections obscures, rather
than clarifies, research investigations and analyses. They advocate the adoption of
ecocultural theory, which combines ecological theory and cultural perspectives
(Weisner 1984). This approach regards each family as occupying an ecological niche,
defined as the ‘larger sociocultural environment surrounding the child and family’
(Bernheimer et al. 1990, p. 223). Ecocultural theory pays particular attention to daily
routines as a means of families adjusting to, and changing, their ecological niche. As
a framework, ecocultural theory has been used in studies of families with children
with special needs to explore the accommodations made in order to build sustainable
routines which balance the needs of all family members. Chapter 4 draws on ecocul-
tural theory to explore the ways that families adjust, assimilate and accommodate
their daily lives to meet new demands as their children start school.

1.4.3.3 Transformational Processes

Rather than defining transition by the events that mark them, Cowan (1991) has
argued for an approach that recognises the qualitative shift in the view of the indi-
vidual, or family, and the changes of roles and relationships that accompany this, as
the essence of transition:

For a life change to be designated as transitional, it must involve a qualitative shift from the
inside looking out (how the individual understands and feels about the self and the world)
and from the outside looking in (reorganisation of the individual’s or family’s level of per-
sonal competence, role arrangements, and relationships with significant others). Passing a
life marker (e.g. entering school)...does not in itself signify that a transition has been com-
pleted. (p. 5)
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The changes associated with life transitions can produce a period of instability,
yet, according to Cowan (1991, p. 19), ‘individuals and families do not become
unrecognisable’ as a result of transitions. Rather, transitions amplify processes
already in motion. In other words, the additional stress that may be associated with
times of transition can heighten particular patterns of action and interaction with
families (Dockett et al. 2011). This perspective considers both the stress and the
coping models of individuals and families as key factors in transition outcomes
(Lazarus and Folkman 1984).

The transformation generated by transition also features in the work of Zittoun
(2008), who conceptualises transition in terms of the processes that follow a par-
ticular rupture, or disruption. According to Zittoun, transition applies to the pro-
cesses that follow change, rather than to the change itself. These processes generate
new ways of being, operating and interacting to meet the changed demands of the
new context. In generating this new ‘sense of self’ (Beach 1999, p. 114), Hviid and
Zittoun (2008, p. 126) note that

A transition process always requires leaving some old conduct, ways of thinking or of
defining oneself. That process of leaving behind things, relations or aspects of oneself, the
dying out or loss of interests, goes hand in hand or followed by a process of move towards
a new form of acting, defining or sense-meaning.

During the transition to school, children experience changes in identity, status
and expectations. So too do parents experience changes, as they position them-
selves, and are positioned, as parents of school students. Parents and children are
required to make sense of the new school contexts and their roles and places within
it. It is these sense-making processes — transformational processes — that character-
ise many of the explorations of transition reported in this book.

1.5 Families: More Than Context

Much transitions research explores these elements of movement, events and pro-
cesses as children and their families start school. While the roles of families often
are recognised, there remains a heightened focus on the individual transition experi-
ences of children. The chapters in this book aim to move beyond consideration of
family as context in the transition to school, exploring the dual roles of families as
they provide a sense of continuity to support children but, at same time, undergo
their own transition. The research reported in the chapters examines the interactions
of families and contexts, regarding families as active participants in building the
relationships that support children at times of transition, and drawing on their
resources and experiences to guide interactions with schools. While each chapter
outlines a range of challenges for families, the underlying theme of family strengths
prevails. As a consequence, families are not positioned as deficient if their accessi-
ble capital does not match that normalised in much research concerning family-
school engagement.
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In the following section, we explore the research base that connects families and
schools, with a particular focus on the transition to school. Much of this literature
presents family involvement with schools — and transitions — as a straightforward
process, dominated by the role of the family in preparing children for school and
promoting the educational agenda of schools in home contexts. The discussion con-
cludes with a second underlying theme of the chapters in this book: the recognition
that family roles, responsibilities, expectations and relationships — as well as those
of individuals — change at times of educational transition. Key to understanding the
dual roles of families is the theoretical base developed by Griebel and Niesel (2009)
that derives from studies of family developmental psychology. This framework
prompts a nuanced consideration of families and educational transition, recognising
the multi-faceted roles and functions of families at this time.

1.6 Families and Transition

The transition to school is a major event in the lives of children and families. As
with other transitions, the transition to school occurs within and across social con-
texts. While a great deal of research attention has been directed towards the experi-
ences of children as they make this transition (Corsaro and Molinari 2008; Dunlop
and Fabian 2007; Perry et al. 2014), focus on the transitions experiences of families
at this time is relatively sparse (Griebel and Niesel 2009). This is despite many stud-
ies investigating what families do for children as they start school, particularly in
terms of preparing children and promoting children’s school readiness (Holliday
et al. 2014; Lau et al. 2011; Sheridan et al. 2010; Walker and MacPhee 2011), and
evidence that the construct of school readiness involves not only elements related to
children, but also derived from family and school contexts (Centre for Community
Child Health 2008; Dockett and Perry 2009).

Family involvement in supporting children as they enter and engage with school
has been identified as a critical element of educational success — so much so that
promoting positive family engagement with schools has been hailed as a means to
reduce educational achievement gaps between children from diverse backgrounds
in several countries (Bull et al. 2008; Harris and Goodall 2007; Kendall et al. 2008;
McWayne et al. 2013). Times of educational transition — such as the transition to
school — can be pivotal in the establishment of positive home-school connections.

1.6.1 Home-School Connections

A wide range of research supports the view that family contexts and resources influence
children’s preparedness for school, notably their school readiness skills (Holliday
et al. 2014; Isaacs and Magnuson 2011). This extends throughout the school years
as family participation has an impact on educational outcomes (Barnard 2004;
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Henderson and Mapp 2002; Jeynes 2012). For example, the resources provided
within the home (Kiernan and Mensah 2011), home routines that structure family
interactions (Wildenger et al. 2008), home learning environments (Melhuish et al.
2008), language/s spoken within the home (Holliday et al. 2014), family income
(Isaacs and Magnuson 2011), parental education (Davis-Kean 2005), and parental
expectations (Jeynes 2012), have all been designated as influencing children’s
school readiness, their engagement in school and long-term educational outcomes.

These studies highlight the context of the family in children’s educational experi-
ences. Of particular importance are the resources that families draw upon to support
the transition to school — their social, economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986).
Families have varying levels of access to resources and activate capital in different
ways. Families from marginalised groups, or those described as disadvantaged —
such as families with low socio-economic resources, who speak a language other
than the dominant one, who are migrants or refugees, or who experience a wide
range of complex circumstances — generally are positioned as having limited capital,
or capital which is not compatible with dominant social contexts, including school.
Several of the chapters in this book challenge these positionings, arguing for recog-
nition of the strengths families bring from diverse social and culture backgrounds
(Chaps. 2 and 3); affirmation of the family as an educational environment in its own
right (Chap. 7); validation of the funds of knowledge accrued by children and fami-
lies in diverse circumstances (Chap. 12); acknowledgement of the contributions and
commitments of families living in complex circumstances (Chaps. 5, 6, 13, and 16);
and highlighting some of the possibilities for collaboration among families and edu-
cators when such strengths are acknowledged (Chaps. 4, 14 and 15).

Much of the research exploring contextual issues of family participation is con-
cerned with improving educational outcomes by promoting home-school connec-
tions (Pomerantz and Moorman 2010). To this end, a number of models of family
involvement has been developed. These include: Epstein’s (1995, 2011) framework
of six types of parent involvement — which range from parenting (helping families
establish home environment to support children) through to collaborating with com-
munity (integrating community resources into educational programs); Hoover-
Dempsey and Sandler’s (1997) emphasis on parental sense of efficacy and parent
role construction; the enabling and empowering model outlined by Dunst et al.
(1992); and the shared responsibility model of Rosenberg et al. (2009). The models
of partnership and participation promoted by these different models vary (see
Chaps. 5, 14, and 16). However, the consistent aim of such programs is to promote
dispositions about the positive value of education (Edwards and Kutaka 2015).
Sometimes, this extends to programs of parent education that prioritise the educa-
tional agenda of the school. While families may regard the establishment of rela-
tionships between home and school as part of their responsibility (Edwards and
Kutaka 2015), focus only on what families can do for schools fails to recognise the
family as a dynamic unit, itself undergoing changes as family members (parents and
children) partake in diverse experiences. This is particularly the case during the
transition to school, when adults have opportunities to build and strengthen relation-
ships that support the ongoing educational engagement of children.
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Throughout this book, chapter authors recognise the importance of the family
contexts and histories and the ways that families shape, and are shaped by, both his-
tory and context, including family history. They also acknowledge that — in educa-
tional contexts — the predominant view of family involvement privileges the actions
of the dominant social group (Lareau 2000). Hence, in the Western world, families
who support academic learning through reading to their children, checking home-
work, having regular interactions with teachers, helping out in the school class-
room, and participating in school functions are deemed to be involved in their
children’s education (Kimelberg 2014). Such “good parenting” is considered the
basis for children’s educational success (Desforges and Abouchaar 2003). The cor-
ollary is that those parents who do not engage in these activities may be considered
uninvolved, disinterested, or simply not “good” parents (Henderson et al. 2007),
unable or unwilling to offer appropriately cognitively stimulating environments for
their children (Quiocho and Daoud 2006). Notions of “good” parenting and the
provision of supportive home environments are reviewed in explorations of school
choice reported in Chaps. 6 and 9, and in discussion of the family as an educational
environment (Chap. 7).

Families categorised as uninvolved often include those with economically,
socially, culturally and/or linguistically diverse backgrounds (Henderson et al.
2007). When educators perceive families as disinterested, they tend to make few
attempts to build relationships, with interactions limited to addressing problems
(Zarate 2007), or identify families as the source of problems and seek to provide
parenting classes to improve their levels of engagement with schools (Daniel-White
2002).

Throughout the book, questions are asked about the meaning of terms such as
parent involvement, parent engagement and parent partnerships, in the light of mul-
tiple interpretations and uses of the terms by different participants across a wide
range of studies (Edwards and Kutaka 2015; Fan and Williams 2010; Sheridan and
Kim 2015). While educational policy around the world emphasises partnerships
with parents, what is meant by partnership remains open to interpretations which
position parents and educators in different ways. The notion of partnership suggests
“equality” of input and interaction, where both parents and educators are involved
directly in decision-making and the actions that support this (Edwards and Kutaka
2015). Partnerships reflecting these features are unique — established between spe-
cific educators and families for the purpose of supporting specific children — and can
be particularly powerful supports for all involved. Yet several examples provided by
chapter authors indicate that not all partnerships are valued or positive, supporting
existing research noting that such “equal” levels of participation are rarely achieved
(Calabrese Barton et al. 2004; Lareau 2000). The notion of collaboration is posited
as an alternative (Chaps. 2, 5, 7, 15, and 16), with a focus on meaningful and coop-
erative relationships between families and schools that reflect specific contexts and
the strengths of those involved.

The research reported across the chapters recognises that parental participation —
whatever the label — consists of more than what parents actually do as their children
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start school. Why parents become engaged and how this occurs are critical elements
in understanding what happens within families during times of education transition.
In their investigations, researchers note that critical reflection on the intersection of
families and children’s experiences of educational transition requires movement
away from a ‘laundry list of things that good parents do for their children’s educa-
tion’ (Calabrese Barton et al. 2004, p. 3). In other words, chapter authors problema-
tize the position that the prime role of families at times of educational transition is
to prepare children to meet the demands of the educational institution. One of the
ways this is achieved is by considering the perspectives of parents during the transi-
tion to school.

Regardless of the circumstances experienced, the families who have participated
in the studies reported across the chapters demonstrate commitment and willingness
to engage with their children’s education — not only at times of transition, but
throughout their educational journeys. Several studies indicate that educational
transitions generate additional demands for families, as they encounter new and dif-
ferent institutional environments (Chap. 3). This is particularly so when children
have special education needs (Chap. 4).

1.6.2 Families in Transition

Rather than focusing only what families do and the contexts they provide for chil-
dren during the transition to school, much of the research reported in this book
highlights the dual role of families as they support children and manage transitions
in family life. This perspective owes much to the ongoing work of Griebel and
Niesel (2009), who highlight the transformational nature of transition for families,
as well as the individuals within them (children and parents). They note changes in
family life at the individual, interactional and contextual levels. At the individual
level, parents adopt the role of “parents of a school student” and negotiate the asso-
ciated responsibilities and expectations. Family members experience changes at the
interactional level as some relationships are lost and others generated, and relation-
ships between family members change. For example, the interactions between chil-
dren and parents change when expectations of greater independence and autonomy
are enacted. Further changes are noted when parents respond to the involvement of
other significant adults (teachers) in the lives of their children. At the contextual
level, the routines and responsibilities of family members change as the family
adapts to integrate home, school and work lives.

Recognition of the transformational nature of transition for families underpins
several chapters in the book: Chap. 2 explores the coping mechanisms of parents as
they participate in the transition to school; Chap. 15 extends this to consider the
impact of collaboration with educators as parents cope with and manage transition;
and Chap. 13 emphasises the processes of changing identities, roles and relation-
ships for parents as their children start school. Each of these chapters reminds us
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that the transition to school is an emotional — as well as a social, intellectual and
physical — experience for parents as well as for children and educators. They con-
firm the commitments of parents to supporting their children during the transition to
school, even when family circumstances present a range of challenges. They also
indicate that the considerable attention to children’s preparedness for school nega-
tively positions families experiencing vulnerable or disadvantaged circumstances in
terms of expectations for children, potential collaboration opportunities, and sup-
port for their own transitions.

1.7 In Summary

The chapters in the book make a major contribution to understandings of the impact
of families on the transition to school and of transition to school on families.
Contributing authors draw on a range of theoretical frameworks and research proj-
ects to provide multiple perspectives of family involvement in education, parent-
educator partnerships, the nature of collaboration, issues for families in marginalised
or complex circumstances as well as the multiple intersections of families and tran-
sition processes. The projects reported range from in-depth case studies to the anal-
ysis of large-scale data sets.

While the context of the research, participants, foci and analytic frameworks dif-
fer, the chapters are united by themes that emphasise the potentially transforma-
tional nature of the transition to school, the commitments of parents — regardless of
their circumstances — to support their children, the influence of family habitus and
capital on the ways such support is activated, and the significance of collaboration
between educators and families at this time. This combination of international stud-
ies, approaches and perspectives links to, and extends, the extant research base
around transition to school.
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Experiences and Expectations of Families
as Children Start School



Chapter 2
Transition to Being Parents of a School-Child:

Parental Perspective on Coping of Parents
and Child Nine Months After School Start

Wilfried Griebel, Andreas Wildgruber, Andrea Schuster, and Julia Radan

2.1 Theoretical Background

Within a sociological-anthropological tradition in researching transition to the for-
mal educational system, children are regarded as learning agents in transition to
school and their parents as factors of influence, representing various cultures and
socio-economic backgrounds. This approach refers to Pierre Bourdieu, Arnold van
Gennep, Urie Bronfenbrenner and Jerome Bruner (Dunlop 2014; Peters 2014).
Following this tradition, the criterion for a successful transition is, apart from con-
tinuity and progress in learning, the child’s wellbeing in the new situation (Brooker
2008; Fabian 2013).

Another tradition in transition research stems from family developmental psy-
chology. Cowan’s (1991) concept of family transitions is adaptable to the multiple
demands concerning transitions between the family and educational institutions
(Cowan et al. 1994; Griebel and Niesel 2009). It is not the event itself, but the cop-
ing process that makes it a transition. In Germany an approach to the study of edu-
cational transitions has been developed that derives from family developmental
psychology (Griebel and Niesel 2009). Theoretical strands of the model are (a)
Bronfenbrenner‘s (Bronfenbrenner 1979) eco-psychological systems theory that
postulates development in context, (b) the interactive stress theory according to
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) who take into consideration the motivation for coping
with change as a strain or as a challenge, (c) the model of critical life events (Filipp
1995) saying that coping with changes in the fit between person and environment
requires a reorganization of inner homeostasis, and (d) the constructivist approach
emphasizing that coping with transitions needs communication and participation of
stakeholders (Rogoff 2003; Valsiner 1994). Development over the life span takes
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into account that not only the development of the child, but also the development of
her/his parents is stimulated by transitions. Adults are agents of their own develop-
ment (Brandtstddter 2007) to being well-informed, conscious and reflective compe-
tent parents of a school child. On the basis of Lazarus and Folkman (1984),
Perkonigg (1993) developed a model for processing social strains and support that
emphasizes ‘realized social support’ in its effects on coping with demands.

Transitions are phases of complex biographic processes of change that take place
on an individual level, on the level of interactions and relations, and on the level of
context (Griebel and Niesel 2015). Not only children, but also parents make a devel-
opmental change in transition to school; educational transitions are family affairs
(Griebel and Niesel 2013).

2.2 State of Research

Two reviews of international research on transition to school covering the periods
1990-2004 (Petriwskyj et al. 2005) and 2005-2012 (Dockett and Perry 2013) have
been published. Petriwskyj’s et al. review of the first time period shows a central
interest in school readiness and trends towards a more complex understanding of
transition, with a special emphasis on continuity in the child’s experiences, coopera-
tion of all involved and coherence of the educational system. In the second reviewed
time period large amounts of published research dealt with school readiness.
Nonetheless a growing amount of research on transition was found. In general, there
was an increasing interest in transition management, participation of families and
the educational system opening up for families and communities.

Quality of interaction between educational institutions and parents is important
for the achievement of children (Pianta and Cox 1999). So, continuous communica-
tion between teachers and parents that begins before school starts has positive
effects (Dockett and Perry 2007; Pianta and Cox 1999). Parents’ participation in
transition management can ease children’s school start (Hoover-Dempsey et al.
2005; Margetts 2006), as well as contribute to better relations between institutions
and parents (LaParo et al. 2003). This fosters parental satisfaction (Cloos et al.
2011). Poor communication with and participation of parents correlates with less
positive effects and leads to the perspective of the parents involved also of those
who might not feel fine with the transition.

Experiences of all stakeholders, including parents, in transition and their per-
spectives on transition activities are of importance (Dockett and Perry 2007;
Mclntyre et al. 2007). The parents’ individual level of coping with changes — self-
concept, emotions, competences — is linked to the interactional level of relations and
the contextual level of socioeconomic background: Parents viewed support of their
child as their task and experienced strong emotions in the process of transition to
school; being informed about transition activities for their children reduced their
own stress (Reichmann 2011/2012). To (learn to) support their child in transition to
school and with homework was seen as a coping strategy with transition (Lichtwardt
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2012) and as relevant for parents feeling competent (Dockett and Perry 2007). The
parental self-concept in cooperation with school is affected positively by continuous
exchange of information and fostering of reciprocal relationships, if the parents are
convinced that they may contribute to their children’s success by engagement for
school and for child’s learning (Sacher 2012). Parents thought that relationships
between pedagogues and parents from educationally disadvantaged background
should not be characterized by asymmetry, a lack of recognition and inadequate
attempts to instruct the parents (GraBhoff et al. 2013; Petrakos and Lehrer 2011).
These parents did not experience how these pedagogues worked as supportive. In
Germany, parents were interviewed about their perception of the transition to
becoming parents of a schoolchild and about the social support they experienced
during transition management (Griebel et al. 2013a, b; Wildgruber et al. 2011).
Parents in general felt well supported by nursery schools regarding transition to
school, but less well supported by schools. Parents with a migrant background expe-
rienced less support (Griebel et al. 2013a). Other, versed school-parents might be a
resource to support ‘new’ parents on their way in transition to school, especially if
they speak the ‘new’ parents’ family languages (Griebel et al. 2013b). In general,
parents reported that their personal circumstances on the contextual level, like
working conditions, in relation to participation in transition activities were consid-
ered and they felt supported (Griebel et al. 2013a). On the contextual level, higher
education and socioeconomic status of parents leads to them being more likely to
provide good conditions for the learning and development of their children in nurs-
ery time and for success in school (Burger 2010; Hair et al. 2006; Melhuish 2010).
In research, parents have mostly been seen as supporters of their child’s transition
to school and favored conditions have been identified.

In this chapter, we will present data about a more or less effective transition to
school by parents, defined by their own view, and depending on the experienced
support through participation in transition activities before school started.

2.3 Research Questions — Hypotheses

In this study we explored coping with transition to being a parent of a school child,
from the parents’ own perspective. We were especially interested in exploring pos-
sible differences among parents in relation to experiences of their own transition.
Specifically we considered the extent to which they felt they had coped well.

Against the background of current research results and our theoretical position,
we expected differences between parents with positive and with difficult coping in
respect to variables on different levels of demand in transitions: On the individual
level, we looked for differences in the feeling of self-assurance and wellbeing, feel-
ings of being informed about school and appraisal of success of the child’s transi-
tion. On the interactional level, we compared aspects of support and information
from school that parents realize, and contact with teachers. On the contextual level,
we checked differences in participation in school and in socio-demographic
variables.
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We examined the following research questions:

Individual level:

Do parents with successful transition and parents with less successful transition
differ in respect to

* how positively they rate their own feelings of wellbeing and self-assurance as a
mother/father of a school-child, and
e their rating of level of information?

Interactional level:
Do parents with successful transition and parents with less successful transition
differ in respect to

* how well they feel informed and supported by school,
* rating their relationship with teacher, and
e their statements how well their child coped with the transition to school?

Contextual level:
Do parents with successful transition and parents with less successful transition
differ in respect to

* rating their opportunities to participate in school life?

2.4 Method

2.4.1 Sample

The analyses reported here are based on survey data from 108 mothers or fathers
who had their first child enrolled in school. We will report results that focus on these
108 parents, because transition from a pre-school institution to school is a new
experience to them. Furthermore we interviewed 98 parents who already had expe-
rience with a child starting school.

This study sample was drawn from a larger sample of originally 706 parents
from seven German Laender. We interviewed these 706 mothers or fathers 3 months
before school start in 2011 about their experiences with cooperation with nursery
school and school to get prepared for being parents of a school child. To collect this
sample, we contacted relevant nursery school providers. They informed early child-
hood institutions, which, in turn, handed written information about our study and a
request to participate to all parents whose children would enter school in the same
year. It was guaranteed to the parents that the interviews were taken anonymously.
In the beginning of the interview, the parents were asked for their consent to audio
record the conversation.

Nearly all parents agreed to be interviewed a second time. Randomly we selected
261 parents from the original sample for second interviews 9 months after school
had started. Two hundred and six interviews (79% participation rate) could be con-
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ducted with parents from three Laender (Bavaria, Hesse, Lower Saxony) about their
experiences with transition to school. One hundred and eight mothers or fathers
(52.4%) had their first child enrolled in school. Data from the second survey/inter-
view with these 108 parents is reported here. Of these parents, 31.5% had a migra-
tion background defined by a generational concept that takes into consideration the
country of birth of parents and grandparents of our interviewees (Statistisches
Bundesamt Deutschland 2009). According to their highest level of education, 55.6%
of participating parents had a general qualification for university entrance (Abitur),
28.7% had a GCSE (Mittlere Reife), 14.8% had a CSE (Hauptschulabschluss) and
0.9% of the parents in our study had no graduation.

2.4.2 Data Collection and Analysis

Guided interviews were carried out by phone with one parent in the family.
Interviewers were pedagogically qualified (social pedagogues, early childhood pro-
fessionals, school teachers) who had also had training for parent courses. Some of
them had — except for German — native speaker competence in Russian or Turkish.
Parents could choose the language they were interviewed in to be German, Russian
or Turkish. The interviews contained closed questions in form of Likert-Scalings:
some with four-point scales from 1 (very well (++)), 2 (rather well (+)), 3 (rather
badly (—)) to 4 (very badly (— —)); some with three-point scales, and some with
dichotomous ratings (yes/no). In these questions parents were asked to give an eval-
uation of, for example, ‘experienced support’. There were also open questions
which allowed parents to tell more about their feelings and thoughts.

Audio recordings were transcribed and, if Russian or Turkish, translated by the
interviewers. The researchers, supported by language experts, controlled ranscrip-
tions and translations. After the description of the quantitative data, nonparametric
tests for nominal categories (dichotomous ratings) and ordinal scales (Likert-
Scalings) were conducted by using SPSS 20.0. Non-parametric methods were used
(fourfold chi square test, Mann-Whitney-U test), as we considered the ratings to
reflect an ordinal meaning. In addition, a normal curve of distribution was not given.
Mean ranks (MR) are shown in Table 2.2, which report the distributions of the ordi-
nal data and thus provide indications of the direction of differences. These means
reflect the rank scores of each tested group and they are used in the comparing pro-
cesses of the Mann-Whitney-U tests. Phi (@), one of the effect sizes of the r-family,
was calculated as an approximated effect size of the Mann-Whitney-U test. For the
chi-square test, Cohen’s w was used as an approximated effect size (Cohen 1988).
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2.5 Results

2.5.1 Parents’ Awareness of Own Transition

Descriptive results are given in Table 2.1; beginning with the four-point scaled data,
followed by the three-point-scaled data and the dichotomous results. The interview-
ees were asked for their own transition to being parents of a school child: “How well
have you coped with your transition as a mother/father of a school-child?” A large
majority of parents said that they had coped well or very well with the transition.
Among 108 interviewees, there were but 12 mothers/fathers (11.1%) who said that
they rated their transition to have been rather bad or very bad.

A similar proportion of parents rated their own wellbeing and self-assurance as a
mother or father of a school child positively. Compared to the last weeks before

Table 2.1 Descriptive results

++ + - - =
N Missings (%) | (%) (%) | (%) | (%)
Coping with transition of mother/ 108 0.0 42,6 |463 |83 2.8
father
Well-being of mother/father of a 108 0.0 463 426 |83 2.8
school-child
Feeling self-assurance as a mother/ 107 0.9 46.7 1458 6.5 0.9
father of a school-child
Insight in every-day school life 107 0.9 21.5 |46.7 243 |75
Informed about learning objectives of | 106 | 1.9 377 415 142 |6.6
first year
Informed about parental support of 104 3.7 356 |53.8 |87 1.9
child’s homework
Feeling supported in own transition by | 107 |0.9 243 495 |150 |11.2
school
Feeling informed about own 105 |2.8 257 |457 |238 |4.8
contribution to child’s school success
Content with parent-teacher contact 108 0.0 52.8 |36.1 |83 2.8
Trust in teacher 106 | 1.9 415 [48.1 |85 1.9
Teacher’s understanding of situation 92 | 14.8 446 |46.7 |65 22
as a mother/father of a school-child
Well-being of child in school 108 0.0 565 [352 |74 0.9
Rating of child’s transition to school 108 0.0 593 |343 |46 1.9
N Missings (%) |+ o — (%)
(%) | (%)
Well-being of parent compared to time | 103 | 4.6 495 1388 |11.7
before school-start
Feedback about first-graders 107 0.9 81.3 |15.0 |3.7
N Missings (%) | Yes (%) No (%)
Opportunities to participate in school 107 0.9 75.7 24.3
life
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school had started, only 11.7% of parents said that their well-being was worse (—),
38.8% rated it as being as good (0) and even 49.5% as being better (+). In respect to
parents feeling informed they were asked (a) how well they rated their insight into
everyday life in school, (b) how well their knowledge was about learning objectives
in the first year, and (c) how well they felt informed about how they could support
their children’s homework. Insight in every-day routine in school was rated lower
(68.2% ++/+) than knowledge about learning objectives (79.2% ++/+) and parental
support of homework (89.4% ++/+).

Parents were asked how well they felt supported by the school in respect to tran-
sition to school and how well they felt informed about what they could contribute to
their child’s school success. More than 70% of parents answered that they felt either
very well (++) or rather well (+). Regarding their relation to the teacher a) 88.9%
parents were either very (++) or rather (+) content with the parent-teacher contact,
b) 89.6% said they felt either very much (++) or rather much (+) trust in the teacher,
and (c¢) 91.3% the teacher expressed either very much (++) or rather much (+)
understanding in respect to their situation as parents of a school-child. Three quar-
ters of parents said they could participate in school (yes/no question).

Three questions were asked about the children’s coping with transition. 93.6%
parents said their child had coped well (++/+), and 91.7% rated their child’s well-
being in school positively (++/+). 81.3% of parents answered that their child had got
a positive (+) written feedback from the teacher after 6 months at school.

2.5.2 Characteristics of ‘Positive Copers’ vs. ‘Negative Copers’

Parents experienced their own transition and the support they received during this
process differently. Therefore group differences were analysed. On the basis of par-
ents’ answers to the question “How did you cope with your transition to being a
mother/father of a school-child?” the sample was divided into one group who had
indicated that their transition was “rather bad” or “bad” (n = 12), called “negative
copers”, and another group who had answered the question with “very well” or
“rather well” (n = 96), called “positive copers”. The question was positioned as one
between two other final questions at the end of the follow-up interview. The com-
prehensive communicative context of the two interviews allowed this summing-up
question to be considered as understandable by the parents.
Group differences were found on three levels of coping with transition.
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2.5.2.1 Individual Level

Clear differences between “positive copers” and “negative copers” were found in
respect to their own well-being and their self-assurance as being mothers/fathers of
a school child. Table 2.2 contains data on the distribution of values that indicate for
the direction of differences. “Positive copers” showed higher values in well-being
and self-assurance than “negative copers”. Calculations of values of parental well-
being showed significant differences between groups, when the conditions before
and after the school-start were compared. 94.5% (n = 86) of “positive copers” indi-
cated that at the time of the second interview they felt better or equal, compared to
41.7% (n = 5) of “negative copers”. A bigger proportion of “positive copers” said
that they felt better informed about what their child would have to learn in the first
year, about the every-day school routine, and about how they could support their
child with homework.

2.5.2.2 Interactional Level

Somewhat smaller differences between groups were found in respect to school
related variables. A larger proportion of “positive copers” than “negative copers”
said that they had felt supported by school in everything associated with the transi-
tion. The same tendency was true for the question if the parents felt informed by
school about what they could contribute to their child’s school success. Also, a
larger proportion of “positive copers” than those designated as “negative copers”
said that they were content with their contact with the teacher, and that they felt trust
in the teacher.

The greatest difference was found in the rating of the child’s transition to school.
Furthermore, the written feedback by the end of the first half year in school, and the
well-being of the child showed differences of values. A significant higher propor-
tion of parents who coped positively with their transition also indicated positive
values for the transition of their child than “negative copers”.

2.5.2.3 Contextual Level

Furthermore, group differences arose in questions about the extent of parental par-
ticipation in school-life, (e.g. by bringing in their own ideas and proposals and play-
ing a part in school). A larger proportion of “positive copers” answered in the
affirmative compared to parents who rated their transition negatively. In respect to
socio-demographic data, there were no group differences found between the educa-
tional backgrounds (highest educational degrees) of parents.
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Table 2.2 Differences between ‘positive copers’ and ‘negative copers’
Distribution (MR/%)?
‘positive ‘negative | Test Significance® | Effect
copers’ copers’ statistics® | (two-sided) sized
Well-being as a mother/ 49.99 90.54 z=4.66 .000 @=.45
father of a school child
Well-being compared to 48.93 75.29 z=3.18 .001 ¢=.31
time before school-start
Feeling self-assurance as a 49.76 87.54 z=4.44 .000 ¢ =.43
mother/father of a school
child
Insight in every-day school | 50.54 81.38 z=3.47 .001 ¢ =.34
life
Informed about learning 50.05 80.50 z=3.46 .001 p=.34
objectives of first year
Informed about parental 49.48 75.63 z=3.16 .002 ¢=.31
support of child’s homework
Feeling supported in own 50.48 81.83 z=3.56 .000 p=.34
transition to school
Feeling informed about own | 49.96 76.54 z=3.04 .002 ¢ =.30
contribution to child’s
school success
Content with parent-teacher | 51.94 75.00 z=2.68 .007 ¢ =.26
contact
Trust in teacher 51.63 68.13 z=194 .05 ¢®=.19
Teacher’s understanding of | 45.55 58.00 z=1.32 .19 =.14
situation as a mother/father
of a school child
Rating of child’s transition | 49.77 92.33 z=5.12 .000 ¢®=.49
to school
Feedback about first-graders | 50.72 80.00 z=4.55 .000 ¢p=.44
Well-being of child at 50.24 88.54 z=4.53 .000 =.44
school
Opportunities to participate | 80.00 41.67 X?=8.51 .000 w=.28
in school-life
Parent’s highest degree of 54.83 51.83 z=0.35 73 ¢ =.03

education

For ordinal data Mean Rank (MR) is reported, for dichotomous data the percentage of parents that

reported, “yes”, they have the opportunity to participate

bz as test statistic for the Mann-Whitney-U test, X? as test statistic for the four-field chi-square test

df=1)

“To counteract the accumulation of the alpha error the data were corrected according to Bonferroni-
Holm. For the four-field chi-square test data the significance is asymptotic
The interpretation of the effect sizes ¢ and w is guided by the criteria that w = 0.1 might be a small
effect, w = 0.3 a medium effect and w = 0.5 and higher might indicate a large effect (Cohen 1988)
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2.6 Discussion and Conclusions

In this contribution we studied the perspective of parents as agents in their own transi-
tion process and pursued differences between interviewees who said that they had
coped well with their transition to being parents of a school-child and a group of oth-
ers who said they had not. Parents reported subjective ratings of their own well-being,
coping etc. within a communicative process of telephone interviews. In future studies
objective data about psychosocial strains or special activities within transition man-
agement and preparation for school could be complemented. For a complete picture
about transition to school and the cooperation of all stakeholders, further instruments
and, most of all, putting the different perspectives into co-construction of the process
will be needed. Nevertheless the view of parents is essential to throw light on their
important contribution to the long-term educational success of their children.

The cross-sectional results show that a large majority of interviewees in their
own perception coped well with the transition to being parents of a school-child.
But a marked proportion of about one tenth (11%) rated their transition to be nega-
tive — this should draw the attention of pedagogues and stakeholders on different
levels. The relatively small absolute number of ‘negative copers’ in the sample has
to be taken into critical consideration in respect to the informative value of the
results, though. Contrary to our expectations, the educational background of parents
did not play a role in differences between parents” perception of having had a posi-
tive or a more difficult transition. Attention should be directed to the quality of
activities and relations within the family (Melhuish 2010; Melhuish et al. 2008) and
with institutions (GraBhoff et al. 2013; Hanke et al. 2013).

Results confirm the expectations that feelings of self-assurance and well-being as
parents of a school-child, feeling supported and informed by school, quality of con-
tact with teacher, and participation in school life make a difference between a positive
and a more difficult transition. In concordance with theory, a successful transition is
related to these variables. Future studies should answer questions for causal or recip-
rocal relations. The approach taken could serve as a basis to develop scales for the
quality of coping with parental transitions that hitherto do not exist. Other transition
research also indicates that well-being, information, contact with teacher and partici-
pation in school-life are important for parents’ coping with the transition. If parental
attitudes about child’s learning and about tasks of parents and teachers are in concor-
dance with corresponding attitudes of school and teachers, a successful start in school
is facilitated (Mashburn and Pianta 2006) — especially if parents and teachers put the
child and his/her needs in the middle, foster autonomy and have positive relation-
ships with the child (Barbarin et al. 2010). Exchange of information between parents
and teachers about their attitudes in this respect therefore seems very relevant (Daniel
2015). Dockett and Perry (2007) found that from the perspective of the parents sup-
port of their child’s homework was seen as a core task for ‘good parenthood’, and
contact and communication with teacher was important. Some felt insecure about
their own knowledge how to support their child in a competent way, and were afraid
that teachers could consider them to be poor parents, if their child had problems at
school. Andresen et al. (2013) confirmed in their interview study of parents that
school-start of the child was a very emotional event. There is much evidence that
parental commitment at home affects children’s learning in school (Sacher 2012).
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Nine months after school had started, most of “negative copers” felt worse com-
pared to the end of nursery time. But there were also some parents within this group
who reported that they felt better now than before. Likewise, some parents in the group
of “positive copers” reported that they felt worse than by the end of nursery time.
Although that might be due to many more factors that we did not consider in our study,
this may be taken as a hint, that there could be differentiated transition “trajectories”,
like they were found with children in educational transitions (Beelmann 2006).

Variables that reflect the child’s coping with transition showed relatively high
magnitudes of effect between the group of ‘positive’ and ‘negative copers’. The cor-
relations also indicate the effect size, quantified by the size of the correlation (see
Table 2.3, Appendix). Group differences were found as well in subjective variables
like rated well-being of child as variables, which include another perspective like
parental reports about written feedback by the teacher. Again, these group differ-
ences showed high magnitudes of effect. In the view of parents, their own evaluation
plus the feedback of teachers that the child makes progress in learning, was an
important criterion for a successful transition to school (Dockett and Perry 2004). If
parents view an effective support of their child as a developmental task for them-
selves in transition to being parents of a school child, a correlation between their
own coping with transition and child’s coping with transition is plausible. Following
the systemic approach in our transition model, parental and child’s coping with
transition are interdependent (Griebel and Niesel 2013, 2015). Multiple reciprocal
influences of parental behavior, expectations and attitudes on the one side and
child’s attitudes, motivation, and achievement also suggest systemic assumptions
(Grolnick et al. 2009; Sacher 2012) — leaving room for much more research about
directions of influences.

Results of our study indicate a need for action. In the continuity of education
from nursery school to school, parents have to be involved in a continued dialogue
that supports their knowledge and certainty about the home-based commitment for
the educational success of their children.

Nearly all parents want to participate in school-life of their children. In order to
make parents feel welcome and to provide mutual confidence with teachers, it is
crucial to realize and respect the parental perspective in transition to school and
their share in “transition capital” (Dunlop 2014). Parents are actors in different life
situations compared to pedagogues within the institutions, who are acting profes-
sionally and moderate the families’ transition. There also exist differences in power
between families and institutions. And last but not least the cooperation between
institutions and families is limited in time, according to the segmented national
educational systems. Therefore we propose that instead of an idea of “educational
partnership” a term “educational coalition” might better depict their joint efforts,
negotiations and relationship in co-constructing the child’s education. Despite the
developmental transition approach being multi-perspective in order to explain the
transition process more holistically, we are convinced that the restricted information
we are able to give about the parents’ perspective in this study may add to a more
effective participation of them in transition management and allows a better
exchange, understanding and bringing in of resources.
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