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5.1            Introduction 

 My research began with a focus on very young children’s experience of child care 
and, subsequently, their transition year in kindergarten, the fi rst year of formal 
schooling. For the most part, my research has been enacted through the design and 
analysis of large-scale longitudinal research studies, including the  Sydney Family 
Development Project  (Harrison et al.  2007 ),  Child Care Choices  (Bowes et al.  2009 ) 
and the  Longitudinal Study of Australian Children  (Harrison et al.  2009 ; Sanson 
et al.  2002 ). New directions in my research include the application of person- centred 
approaches to the analysis of data as a means of understanding school transition 
processes in the interpersonal domain. I am also interested in recent theorising in 
the fi eld of human development (e.g. Belsky and Pluess  2009 ) and what this brings 
to the study of intrapersonal and interpersonal infl uences on transition.  

5.2     Theoretical Perspectives 

5.2.1     Bioecological Models of Transition 

 Bronfenbrenner ( 1979 ,  2005a ) describes the context of development as an ecologi-
cal system that directly or indirectly infl uences the person and development in 
context as an interactive process among the person, his or her proximal and distal 
contexts and time. The bioecological model posits direct and indirect systems, of 
which the “microsystem”—described as reciprocal interaction between the 
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child and his or her immediate environment—is the most direct. According to 
Bronfenbrenner ( 2005b , p. 6), interactions at the level of microsystems (proximal 
processes) are ‘the primary engines of development’. While acknowledging that 
both direct and indirect infl uences are relevant to a full understanding of children’s 
transitions, I am primarily interested in these proximal processes and the connec-
tions between the intrapersonal and interpersonal worlds of the school student. 

 Proximal processes are highlighted, for example, in Birch and Ladd’s ( 1996 ) 
early model of school adjustment, which illustrates the interplay between 
child characteristics (psychological, organismic, behavioural) and interpersonal 
 relationships—their type (school and nonschool) and contribution (emotionally 
supportive or stressful)—in explaining children’s perceptions (e.g. school lik-
ing), affect (e.g. anxiety), involvement (e.g. engagement, school avoidance) and 
performance (e.g. achievement). Birch and Ladd’s ( 1996 ) model has informed 
the selection of measures in my studies of children’s development across prior-
to-school and school transitions. For example, I have included child character-
istics of temperament as a psychological factor, gender and communication 
impairment as organismic factors and externalising and internalising behaviours 
as behavioural factors. I have also included child–parent attachment and stu-
dent-teacher relationships as nonschool and school types of interpersonal fac-
tors and considered the emotionally supportive or stressful effects of attachment 
security and student-teacher closeness and confl ict. 

 My research has examined contemporaneous links among child characteris-
tics, interpersonal relationships and adjustment components of transition pro-
cesses, an approach described by Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta ( 2000 , p. 498) as 
the Indirect Effects Model in which ‘child characteristics interact with contexts 
through a transactional process – the child is affected by his or her context 
and the context, to some degree, is affected by the characteristics of the child’. 
This model also examines links between contexts (e.g. home and school) but is 
limited by a focus on one point in time. Longitudinal studies, on the other hand, 
are able to examine these processes over time, through what Rimm-Kaufman and 
Pianta ( 2000 , p. 499) refer to as the Dynamic Effects Model, or the Ecological 
and Dynamic Model of Transition. This model proposes that ‘child characteris-
tics and contexts interact through a transactional process’ which over time 
forms ‘patterns and relationships that can be described not only as infl uences on 
children’s development, but also as outcomes in their own right’. My research 
has examined longitudinal patterns by investigating trajectories in interpersonal 
relationships between the student and teacher from prior-to-school and school 
transition into the primary school years. Relationship trajectories are both a 
contributor to children’s learning and wellbeing and an outcome of interpersonal 
and intrapersonal processes. Longitudinal research conducted in the United 
States (Hamre and Pianta  2001 ; Howes et al.  2000 ) and Australia (Bowes et al. 
 2009 ; Harrison and Ungerer  2006 ) has reported continuities in the characteris-
tics of teacher-student relationships from children’s preschool and child care 
through to the end of primary school. Further to this, longitudinal analyses have 
identifi ed patterns of stable, increasing and declining confl ict and closeness in 
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teacher-student relationships that differentially affect academic achievement 
(Harrison et al.  2012 ;    Spilt et al.  2012 ).  

5.2.2     Transactional/Dual-Risk Models 

 Sameroff’s ( 1983 ,  1995 ) transactional model of child development proposes that 
individual vulnerabilities, which may be genetic, psychological or organismic, pre-
dispose children to be more adversely affected by environmental stressors. This 
model of dual or cumulative risk underpins many early intervention/compensatory 
programmes in early childhood, which aim to provide intensive, high-quality educa-
tion and parent support for disadvantaged or “at risk” children. The expectation, and 
evidence, is that appropriate preventative intervention, through improving compe-
tence and promoting protective factors in the family (Greenberg  2006 ) or at school 
(Hamre and Pianta  2005 ), can tip the balance towards school success rather than 
failure. My work aligns with this approach to the extent that I am interested in the 
layering of risk (or protectiveness) that may occur during school transition via the 
interaction of child intrapersonal characteristics, such as temperament, and interper-
sonal relationships, particularly child–parent and teacher-student. Both domains, 
intrapersonal and interpersonal, have been shown to infl uence children’s experi-
ences during the transition and adaptation to school, but for the most part, they have 
been investigated separately. 

5.2.2.1     Interpersonal Relationships 

 Attachment theory proposes that children’s earliest relationships are formed 
through the day-to-day interactions that infants have with their parents, siblings, 
close relatives and regular child care providers. These relationships provide the 
child with the emotional security and confi dence they need to venture into novel 
territory, to explore the world of objects and to engage socially with others. 
Three components of dyadic attachment relationships—emotion regulation, 
secure base behaviour and affective sharing—are thought to lay the foundation 
for individual development of self-regulation, self-awareness, self-reliance, 
autonomy and cognitive growth (Sroufe  1996 ). All three are important abilities 
for children’s transition to the early years of school. Additionally, attachment 
theory posits that these early relationships provide a blueprint for the formation 
of future close relationships, including student- teacher relationships in kinder-
garten (Howes et al.  2000 ; Pianta et al.  1997 ). A signifi cant international body 
of research has shown that insecurity, confl ict and relational negativity in 
teacher-student relationships are associated with diffi culties in school adjust-
ment (Ahnert et al.  2006 ; Hamre and Pianta  2005 ; Harrison et al.  2007 ). In 
contrast, close teacher-child relationships can have a protective function during 
the stress of transition (Thyssen  2000 ).  
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5.2.2.2     Intrapersonal Qualities 

 Temperament is defi ned broadly as ‘constitutionally based differences in  behavioural 
style that are visible from the child’s earliest years’ (Sanson et al.  2004 , p. 143). 
Temperament is demonstrated through three broad domains: reactivity/negative 
emotionality (irritability, negative mood, high-intensity negative reactions), self-
regulation (persistence, non-distractibility, self-soothing) and approach- withdrawal/
inhibition-sociability. Of these, attention regulation, particularly persistence, is 
most strongly associated with enhanced school functioning (Sanson et al.  2004 ). 
However, reactivity/negative emotionality has also been linked to poorer outcomes 
for school performance, social behaviour and externalising/internalising problems 
in 3rd grade (Nelson et al.  1999 ) and for literacy and numeracy in kindergarten 
(Coplan et al.  1999 ). Only a small number of studies have examined the infl uences 
of temperament on children’s response to transition. Ahnert et al. ( 2004 ) studied 
changes in diurnal cortisol patterns, fussing/crying and child-mother attachment 
security during toddlers’ transition to centre-based child care in relation to child sex 
and temperament and the time mothers spent with their child before separation. 
They found that differences in transition experiences were not affected by tempera-
ment. Results for similar psychobiological studies using cortisol as a biomarker for 
children’s experience of stress over the period of school transition have been mixed. 
Findings indicate a universal stress response: ‘all children showed a healthy increase 
in cortisol levels’ (Turner-Cobb et al.  2008 , p. 387), which was evident ‘on all 
school days compared to nonschool days’ across the fi rst term of school (Russ et al. 
 2012 , p. 470). Russ and colleagues explain this fi nding as follows: ‘in line with a 
repeated preparatory/reactive stress response, perhaps serving to equip the child 
for coping with the continual demands inherent in the school/peer environment’ 
(p. 470). For the children with greater temperament vulnerability, school transition 
was associated with higher cortisol response at school (Turner- Cobb et al.  2008 ) 
and an extended period of elevated cortisol into the evening (Russ et al.  2012 ), sug-
gesting that transition was a more challenging experience for these children.   

5.2.3     Diathesis-Stress Theory and Differential 
Susceptibility Theory 

 Temperament is, at least in part, genetically/biologically determined, and for this 
reason some research into the potential risks associated with diffi cult tempera-
ment has draw on diathesis-stress theory, which posits that children who have a 
genetic predisposition to vulnerability (diathesis) and are exposed to diffi cult 
environments (stress) are at risk for poorer outcomes. Diathesis-stress theory can 
be likened to Sameroff’s transactional, cumulative risk model. For example, 
Blair ( 2002 , p. 120) has shown that temperamentally diffi cult, ‘emotionally reac-
tive children in unsupportive environments are likely at a high risk for … poor 
school readiness’. The focus of diathesis-stress theory on vulnerability and 
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compensation, some argue, limits understandings of children’s experiences to the 
negative effects of intrapersonal or interpersonal adversity, at the expense of pos-
sible positive effects (Belsky and Pluess  2009 ). Differential susceptibility theory, 
in contrast, distinguishes between ‘vulnerability’, which is inherently linked to 
adversity and risk, and ‘heightened susceptibility’ which can be linked to posi-
tive and negative infl uences (Belsky et al.  2007 , p. 301). Differential susceptibil-
ity theory proposes that ‘some children … will be more susceptible than others 
to both the adverse and benefi cial effects of, respectively, unsupportive and sup-
portive contextual conditions’ (Belsky and Pluess  2009 , p. 886). Further, it sug-
gests that vulnerable individuals ‘most adversely affected by many kinds of 
stressors may be the very same ones who reap the most benefi t from environmen-
tal support and enrichment, including the absence of adversity’ (p. 886). A dif-
ferential susceptibility model of development suggests not just dual risk but dual 
gain, demonstrated by ‘a crossover interaction’ between the moderator (height-
ened susceptibility) and ‘the negative and positive aspects of the environment’ 
(p. 888). For example, Kochanska et al. ( 2007 ) reported that toddlers with more 
diffi cult temperaments (high on fearfulness) were more affected by both negative 
(power assertion) and positive (supportive) parenting practices than their tem-
peramentally less diffi cult peers. 

 Whilst there is a growing body of research conducted in the home, or with par-
ents, that supports the differential susceptibility thesis (Belsky et al.  2007 ; Belsky 
and Pluess  2009 ), fewer studies have examined evidence for this theory in out-of- 
home environments. Those that have focus in the main on child care settings, where 
quality of care is conceptualised as either a negative (low-quality) or a positive 
(high-quality) infl uence. These studies have shown mixed support for a differential 
susceptibility explanation. For example, Volling and Feagans ( 1995 ) found that 
children’s nonsocial play activity was predicted by quality of child care in highly 
fearful children, but not low-fear children. Similarly, Pluess and Belsky ( 2009 ) 
showed that teacher-rated behaviour problems in kindergarten were higher when the 
quality of child care attended was lower, and lower when quality was higher, for 
children with diffi cult temperaments, but not for children with easy temperaments. 
De Schipper et al. ( 2004 ), in an examination of behaviour problems in day care in 
relation to diffi cult temperament and the experience of multiple child care arrange-
ments, found that attending several parallel care arrangements interfered with children’s 
adaptation to day-care settings for children who showed more irritable distress, but 
not for children with low levels of irritable distress. However, the interaction 
between temperament diffi culty and multiple care was only evident for child inter-
nalising problems, not for externalising or general wellbeing in day care. A further 
study, designed to test the links between temperamental irritability and caregivers’ 
sensitive interaction in day care as a predictor of child-carer attachment, found no 
support for the expectation of differential susceptibility (de Schipper et al.  2008 ). 

 A comparative analysis of the effectiveness of diathesis-stress versus differen-
tial susceptibility models has been applied to an examination of the long-term 
outcomes of high- and low-quality child care for children with and without diffi -
cult temperament (Belsky and Pluess  2012 ). Using adolescents’ self-ratings of 
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externalising problems as the outcome measure, results showed that problems 
were highest for the children with more diffi cult temperaments who had received 
low-quality child care in the years prior to starting school; however, there was no 
evidence that these children had received greater benefi t from attending higher-
quality care. Belsky and Pluess ( 2012 ) conclude that these ‘results prove more 
consistent with a diathesis-stress model of environmental action than a differential-
susceptibility- related one’ (p. 2). 

 Taking the work of Belsky and Pluess ( 2009 ,  2012 ) and others into account, there 
is clear evidence that some children are temperamentally more susceptible than oth-
ers to the negative infl uence of poor-quality environments and some evidence that 
they may also be more susceptible to positive infl uences. Children’s school transi-
tion will not only be differentially affected by individual temperament but also by 
the developmental history each child brings to their transition. Australian research 
has shown that temperament characteristics contribute to children’s interpersonal 
experiences in prior-to-school (Bowes et al.  2009 ) and school settings (Murray 
 2008 ). Children with more diffi cult temperaments as toddlers were rated by their 
preschool teachers as being less prosocial with peers and having a less close rela-
tionship with the teacher (Bowes et al.  2009 ). At school age, children rated by their 
parents as being more temperamentally diffi cult were less likely to share their feel-
ings with the teacher and more likely to experience confl ict in the teacher-student 
relationship (Murray  2008 ).   

5.3     Implications for Practice and Research 

5.3.1     Research Design 

 Researching within the theoretical frameworks of bioecological, transactional, 
diathesis- stress and differential susceptibility models begins with the assumption 
that individual development is a two-way process that occurs within and is infl u-
enced by the wider environments of home, child care, early education, school and 
community. The implication is that research designs must take account of these con-
texts by including appropriate measures of family circumstances, including levels of 
stress or support; children’s prior-to-school child care or preschool experience, 
including levels of quality; and current features of the school classroom, including 
teacher-student relationships. All of these are likely to have direct or indirect infl u-
ence on children’s experience of school transition and, when included in large-scale 
studies (sample size > 100) using statistical analysis techniques for modelling com-
plex interactions amongst infl uencing factors, are able to explain children’s different 
outcomes and developmental pathways through school.  The Child Care Choices  
(CCC) study, for example, which collected data on a sample of over 400 children 
annually for a period of 7 years, assessed the combined effects of 38 distinct vari-
ables, including longitudinal indicators of social-emotional characteristics and 
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cognitive abilities, child care experience and carer-child relationship closeness and 
confl ict, as predictors of children’s learning, behaviour and attitudes in the year 
before starting school and at the end of the fi rst year of school (Bowes et al.  2009 ). A 
similar approach has been taken in the  Longitudinal Study of Australian Children  
(LSAC) (Harrison et al.  2009 ), which is following 5,000 babies and 5,000 4–5-year-
old children over a period of 16 years. Data collection includes biennial assessments 
of family functioning and parenting, children’s education and child care experiences 
and outcomes for child health, learning and socio-emotional development. As well as 
including a broad range of domains, the CCC and LSAC studies also tap different 
perspectives, by including children as well as parents and teachers as respondents. 
From age 5 to age 6, children were asked to report how they felt about school, their 
teachers and peers. The large-scale, longitudinal nature of these and other such stud-
ies makes it possible for researchers to examine different pathways of development, 
prior to, during and after children’s school transition. For example, by analysing 
teachers’ ratings of relationship closeness and confl ict with the LSAC study children 
at ages 4–5, 6–7 and 8–9 years, Harrison et al. ( 2012 ) were able to identify norma-
tive/adaptive and less adaptive trajectories over time. A pattern of teacher-child inter-
personal diffi culty, characterised by either consistently high levels of confl ict or 
increasing levels, was found to predict poorer literacy and numeracy achievement at 
age 10–11 compared to the normative pattern of consistently low teacher-student 
confl ict. The theoretical frameworks discussed in this chapter also rely on the inclu-
sion of indicators of individual characteristics, measuring the intrapersonal domain. 
Diathesis-stress and differential susceptibility models need to include a marker of 
vulnerability or heightened susceptibility, such as a diffi cult or negative tempera-
ment, described by high reactivity, irritability or fearfulness. In studying differential 
responses to school transition, it is important therefore to include a measure that 
captures diffi cult temperament. Studies have drawn on parent-reported child tem-
perament, observations of childhood inhibition and child self-report questionnaires, 
as well as parent self-reports of their own temperament as a genetic marker for intra-
personal disorders such as social phobia.  

5.3.2     Practice: What Works for Whom? 

 Recent theorising asserts that ‘differential susceptibility is a new way to address 
the perennial issue of what works for whom’ (van IJzendoorn and Bakermans- 
Kranenburg  2012 , p. 773). Research with children in prior-to-school settings has 
shown that more fearful children are more susceptible to caregiver stress than 
less fearful children: specifi cally, child wellbeing in child care was lower when 
caregivers were more stressed and higher when caregivers were less stressed, but 
only for the temperamentally susceptible children (Groeneveld et al.  2012 ). 
Children with a relatively easy temperament were less affected by caregiver 
stress. Extrapolating these fi ndings to school transition suggests that children 
who are more temperamentally reactive, fearful or socially anxious will benefi t 
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the most from low stress, supportive classrooms and suffer the most from high-stress 
classrooms. Teachers, parents and schools need to appreciate that classroom climate 
and teachers’ interpersonal availability are particularly important for children 
with a diffi cult temperament. 

 Classroom research has yet to be carried out to investigate the interaction between 
temperament characteristics and features of the classroom environment on chil-
dren’s transition to school. The challenge is to frame such research within a model 
that effectively sets out and assesses the processes that might be expected from 
differential susceptibility or diathesis-stress theory.   

5.4     Challenges and Issues  

5.4.1     Measurement: Types, Sources and Timing 
of Data Collection 

 Large-scale studies tend to cover a wide range of constructs but are often restricted 
in the depth and breadth of what can be measured.  The Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children , for example, relies primarily on questionnaire-type measures 
with “closed” response options. Observation and other in-depth sources of data col-
lection are not possible for such a large and dispersed sample. The logistics of this 
national study also require that each wave of data collection extends for most of a 
year. This has meant, for example, that families could have been asked to report on 
their child’s fi rst experiences of school many months after starting school. For this 
reason, LSAC tends to include general measures of school adjustment and achieve-
ment, rather than specifi c measures that tap time-defi nite events. 

 Longitudinal studies of children’s development are able to gather information on 
temperament characteristics in infancy or at an early age. Parents are acknowledged 
as the best source of information on child temperament (Sanson et al.  2004 ). 
However, there is some evidence that mothers’ ratings of the child’s behavioural 
characteristics tend to refl ect not only the child’s unique temperament but also their 
own intrapersonal qualities. For example, Pesonen et al. ( 2008 ) found that maternal 
mental health was moderately correlated with ratings of infant temperament and 
that these maternal and infant characteristics together predicted child temperamen-
tal negativity, extraversion and effortful control 5 years later. This and other longi-
tudinal studies raise questions about the continuity or stability of child temperament 
over time, as well as the environmental infl uences that contribute to changes in 
temperament. A challenge for the researcher, therefore, is when to measure tem-
perament and how best to model it in longitudinal analyses. The potential for over-
lap in measures assessed concurrently is an issue, especially as the “lines” between 
temperament characteristics and the social behaviours that are of interest in studies 
of school transition (e.g. feelings/attitudes towards peers and adults, parent–child 
relations, adjustment) ‘are often blurred’ (Sanson et al.  2004 , p. 145). Alternately, 
whilst longitudinal studies can test the predictive validity of early indicators of 
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temperament, such an approach ignores the ‘changes (that) might be stimulated by 
changes in the child’s environment’ (Sanson et al.  2004 , p. 160), as when the child 
enters a new kindergarten class at school transition. 

 Interpersonal relationships pose another measurement challenge in large-scale, 
longitudinal research. While studies of children’s transition to child care have a his-
tory of using observational measures of child-teacher interaction and relationships 
(e.g. Ahnert et al.  2004 ; de Schipper et al.  2008 ; Howes et al.  2000 ; Pianta et al. 
 1997 ), studies of school transition/adjustment have tended to rely on teachers as the 
primary source of data on student-teacher relationships (e.g. Bowes et al.  2009 ; 
Hamre and Pianta  2001 ; Howes et al.  2000 ). In the few studies that have included 
children’s perspectives on relationship quality, for example, via child-teacher draw-
ings (Harrison et al.  2007 ) or rating scales assessing children’s feelings about the 
teacher (Valeski and Stipek  2001 ), teacher support (Mantzicopoulos and Neuharth- 
Pritchett  2003 ) or teacher acceptance (Harrison et al.  2007 ), results show relatively 
weak (r < .30) correlations with teachers’ ratings. There is clearly some overlap 
between children’s and teachers’ perspectives on the interpersonal dynamics of 
teacher-student interactions in the classroom but also some differences. It is impor-
tant, therefore, that researchers include student-generated data as well as teacher 
reports when assessing student-teacher relationships or the supportiveness of the 
classroom environment.  

5.4.2     Analysis Techniques: Variable-Centred Dimensions 
Versus Person-Centred Prototypes 

 Approaches to data analysis in large-scale research studies of school transition or 
school adjustment have tended to employ regression analyses which rely on corre-
lational associations between variable-centred dimensions, both as predictors and as 
outcomes. These dimensions are typically measured on a linear scale from higher to 
lower, for example, of ratings of introversion problems or teacher-student relation-
ship closeness, or scores on a test of receptive vocabulary. In contrast, person- 
centred studies employ cluster analysis, latent class analysis or other techniques to 
generate relatively homogeneous subgroups, or prototypes, of people who have 
similar profi les on a selected set of variables or repeated measures of a single vari-
able. In my own research, person-centred techniques have identifi ed different longi-
tudinal patterns of student-teacher relationships and shown that patterns of 
increasing confl ict with teachers from age 4–5 to age 8–9 predicted poorer aca-
demic achievement (Harrison et al.  2012 ). In other work, studying children’s school 
transition year, cluster analysis was used to combine three dimensions of student- 
teacher relationship (closeness, confl ict and dependency) to identify four distinct 
relationship profi les. Two of these, typifi ed by low closeness and either confl ict or 
independence, were associated with poorer learning and social skills at school 
(Harrison  2012 ). In the application of research to practice, it may be that such 
typologies or prototypes are more meaningful for teachers, who are able to “recognise” 
similar patterns in their classrooms.   
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5.5     Future Directions 

5.5.1     International Policy Directions in School Transition 

 Recent research in Australia, the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom 
(Bowes et al.  2009 ; Bradbury et al.  2011 ; Claessens  2009 ; Duncan et al.  2007 ) points 
to a growing recognition of the importance of the early years by governments and 
public policy makers. The political focus on ensuring that children enter school “ready 
to learn” is translated in large-scale international studies into a search for the prior-to-
school and school entry predictors that differentiate children’s subsequent achieve-
ment at school. In essence, this approach aims to identify pathways in children’s 
learning and development from preschool to school and through their primary school 
years. For example, Duncan et al. ( 2007 ) identifi ed key dimensions of children’s 
school entry “readiness to learn” as general cognitive ability (e.g. oral language), 
basic skills in mathematics and literacy (e.g. number/letter recognition), attention-
related skills (e.g. task persistence, self-regulation, impulsivity) and socio- emotional 
skills and behaviours (e.g. internalising and externalising behaviours). These were 
tested for their predictive signifi cance on academic achievement in primary school in 
six different longitudinal studies from three countries. After accounting for child, fam-
ily and contextual infl uences, the results showed a general pattern of ‘relatively strong 
prediction from school-entry reading and math skills, moderate predictive power for 
attention skills, and few to no statistically signifi cant coeffi cients on socio-emotional 
behaviors’ (Duncan et al.  2007 , p. 1437). Similar results were also identifi ed by 
Claessens ( 2009 ) in her analysis of three waves (from age 4–5 to 8–9 years) of the 
LSAC dataset: school achievement in early and middle primary school was predicted 
by children’s cognitive skills, academic skills (particularly early numeracy) and 
hyperactivity/inattention at age 4–5 years. The results from these and other similar 
studies have provided the “evidence” for policies focusing on improving school readi-
ness, particularly for disadvantaged or “at risk” children, through government-funded 
prekindergarten or preschool programmes (reviewed in Harrison et al.  2011 ). The 
assumption that a “school ready” child, with competencies in early reading and 
numeracy, will succeed at school positions the child as in some way ‘responsible for 
their own success or failure’ (Dockett and Perry  2004 , p. 172) and fails to account for 
the complexities of school transition.  

5.5.2     Continuities in School Transition 

  The Child Care Choices  study examined children’s academic competencies and 
approaches to learning in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings in 
the year before starting school and again in the fi rst year of school. The set of pre-
dictors included child and family characteristics, as well as features of children’s 
ECEC experience. At both time points, children’s abilities in literacy and numeracy 
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were predicted by numeracy skills and behavioural diffi culties in their ECEC 
 settings at age 3–4. Children with higher ratings on aggressive social interaction 
had lower scores for academic ability (Bowes et al.  2009 ). Socio-emotional adjust-
ment, in ECEC and at school, including prosocial behaviour, socio-emotional dif-
fi culties, teacher-child relationship and child-reported feelings about school, was 
also predicted by children’s earlier behavioural diffi culties as well as by relation-
ships with caregivers. In this study, not only were early signs of intrapersonal and 
interpersonal diffi culties continuous with later diffi culties at school transition, but 
early problem behaviour was a predictor of academic progress across the 2-year 
transition from prior-to-school ECEC to school. These fi ndings echo earlier reports 
from a national survey of kindergarten teachers in the United States whose pre-
dominant concern in regard to the essentials of being ready to start school was 
about ‘regulatory aspects of children’s behavior’ (reviewed in Blair  2002 , p. 112). 
Self-regulation ability aligns with temperamental qualities of persistence, non-
distractibility and being able to cope when faced with diffi cult social situations. 
These qualities are also connected with and supported by more positive relation-
ships with teachers. Interpersonal connection between children and their adult car-
ers/teachers was also found to have continuity from children’s earliest experience 
of child care through to the fi rst year of school (Bowes et al.  2009 ). Attending to 
the intrapersonal and interpersonal in children’s earliest, and all subsequent, expe-
riences of education and care, including at school, is therefore an essential require-
ment for a positive and effective school transition.      
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