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ABSTRACT 

The Starting School Study is an independent study of school transition for children and families living in a 

disadvantaged community.  Participants were identified from families participating in the Maternal Early 

Childhood Sustained Home Visiting (MECSH) Trial, a longitudinal project which assessed the impact of 

sustained nurse home visiting on families and children from an area of low socioeconomic background.  

The Starting School Study utilised predominantly qualitative methods to gain the perspectives of the 

families and children sharing in the transitional experience at two time points: prior to school entry and 

towards the end of the second term in school.  A combination of data collection techniques were 

employed to gain children’s perspectives including the use of interviews, drawings and children’s 

associated narratives, and questionnaires.  Parent and teacher data from the MECSH trial were 

incorporated to provide additional information concerning children’s experiences.  Results identified 

factors that supported and challenged families and children from a low socioeconomic background in 

transition.  Life circumstances and parental experiences of school added to the complexity of transition 

for these families. Links were made to the aims of the MECSH intervention, specifically using parental 

goal setting and aspirations for children living in disadvantage. The experiences of transition to school 

were similar for families and children in the intervention and comparison groups, with no clear 

indications of an impact from the MECSH intervention at the time of transition to school. 
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Glossary 

DSM 

Developmental Systems Model of intervention uses a developmental framework for 

assessing biological and environmental risk of children, and promotes the importance 

of families and relationships in supporting optimal child development 

HVP 

Home Visiting Programs are an intervention that utilises home visitation by a nurse, 

welfare worker or trained community volunteer, to provide knowledge about child 

growth, development and health to families, particularly mothers as primary 

caregivers, with an aim to improving maternal and child outcomes by fostering positive 

parenting skills, interactions, behaviours and attitudes .   

IRSD  

Index of Relative Socioeconomic Disadvantage (IRSD) measures socio-economic 

disadvantage using a combination of factors, including income, employment and 

educational status within the Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA).  First developed 

within SEIFA in 1971, changes in variables were adopted in the 2006 version. SEIFA is 

used by government agencies, businesses and community groups.  

Kindergarten 

The first year of compulsory education in New South Wales primary schools.   

LSAC 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children is a major longitudinal study, following the 

development of 10,000 Australian children and families to investigate the contribution 

of children’s social, economic and cultural environments to their adjustment and 

wellbeing as well as aiming to improve support, and early intervention and prevention 

strategies for children and their families. 
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MECSH 

Maternal Early Childhood Sustained Home Visiting program was an Australian 

intervention provided to families living in disadvantage in the first two years of a child’s 

life with the aim of strengthening the parenting role and improving maternal and child 

outcomes. 

Primary caregiver 

The person who is responsible for the child’s care usually a parent but can be a family 

member or friend who is in a position of authority over the child (e.g. guardian).   

Primary school 

The first seven years of compulsory education for children.  In New South Wales, this 

consists of Kindergarten to Year 6, after which children attend high school. Other 

states in Australia may use different titles for primary school and high school years.   

Prior-to-school settings or services (PTSS) 

 Places that provide care and education of children in the years prior to children 

starting compulsory education in the school context.  Early childhood education and 

care is provided in settings such as family day care, preschools and kindergartens, 

preparatory schools, centre based or long day care, and occasional care.  Fees may 

apply for these services in Australia based on the hours of care and family income.  

SDQ 

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire is a tool used in rating children’s 

emotions, behaviours and relationships on 25 items, comprising five scales with five 

items in each scale, which explore emotional symptoms, conduct problems, 

hyperactivity, peer problems and prosocial behaviours (Goodman, 1997). Both 

Goodman’s and the LSAC versions were used with the additional impact scale for 

parents.  
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SEIFA 

Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas summarise the socio-economic conditions of an area 

using relevant information from the Census. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background to Study 

The Starting School Study was designed to investigate the experiences of families and 

children living in an area of recognised socioeconomic disadvantage as they made the 

transition to primary school.  The Starting School Study was an independent study, which 

formed part of a larger longitudinal project, the Maternal Early Childhood Sustained Home 

Visiting (MECSH) trial.  The MECSH trial employed a randomised control design using an 

intervention and comparison group to assess the impact of a sustained nurse home visiting 

intervention on families and children from a low socioeconomic background.  Both maternal 

and child outcomes were assessed in the MECSH trial.    

Participants for the Starting School Study were identified from the MECSH trial as 

families with children who were eligible for school entry at the start of the school year in 2009 

and 2010.  These families and children were invited to participate in the Starting School Study 

prior to school start.  A total of 57 families, comprising both intervention and comparison 

families, accepted the invitation to be part of the Starting School Study.  Two cohorts of 

participants were formed.  The first cohort started school in 2009 and consisted of 26 families 

and children.  The second cohort started school in 2010 and consisted of 31 families and 

children.  The findings of the Starting School Study were based on data gathered from these 

two cohorts.  Final data analysis compared the experiences of the intervention group (n=27) 

and the comparison group (n=30), identified through the MECSH trial, to determine the impact 

of the intervention on these families and children in the process of transition to school. 
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Predominantly qualitative methods were used in the Starting School Study to gain the 

perspectives of the major stakeholders - children, parents and teachers - in the transition 

experience.  Gaining the perspectives of major stakeholders was important as they often differ 

both within and across the groups (Dockett & Perry, 2004a, 2005a; Podmore, Sauvao, & Mapa, 

2003).  Data for the Starting School Study were collected from the primary caregiver, mostly 

mothers, and children at the end of the pre-school year prior to children making the entry into 

school, and again towards the end of their second term at primary school.  Teachers’ 

perspectives were included concerning children’s school behaviours, learning and adjustment.  

The perspectives of these major stakeholders were gained to develop an understanding of the 

factors in the home and school environments that influenced the experiences of transition to 

school for families and children living in disadvantage.   

In society, disadvantage is determined through levels of income and other social, 

economic and health resources of families (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2006).  Living 

in disadvantage has major implications for families and children in the early years of a child’s 

life and over the life course (Manning, Homel, & Smith, 2006; Saunders, Naidoo, & Griffiths, 

2008).  How children grow and develop has implications for future success, which can be 

especially pronounced as children move into the school context and begin to associate with 

new peers (Azzi-Lessing, 2011).   

1.1.1 Aims of the study. 

The Starting School Study had two main aims.  The first was to explore the experiences 

of transition to school for families and children living in disadvantage.  In families’ lives the time 

of transition to school can be one of particular importance (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007).  However, 

children, parents and teachers’ viewpoints have been shown to differ about what is important 
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in the transition process (Dockett & Perry, 1999, 2002b).The period of transition to school has 

been highlighted as a time of challenge, change and adjustment for children and families 

(Dockett & Perry, 2007a).  If the experience of transition to school has a positive outcome it 

can have long term implications for children’s continued success in the school context and for 

later life (Duncan et al., 2007) and life-long learning.  However, the transition to school 

experience is influenced by many factors which can support or hinder a positive outcome for 

those involved.  This study added to the research knowledge and understanding of transition to 

school for all families and children, and particularly those living in disadvantage.  There are 

many factors that impact on the lives of families and children living in disadvantage, for 

example health, housing and family relationships and supports, which may also influence their 

experiences of the transition to school (Edwards, Baxter, Smart, Sanson & Hayes, 2009; 

Lunkenheimer et al., 2008; Zuckerman & Halfon, 2003).  It is anticipated that by understanding 

factors that support and hinder families and children living in disadvantage in their experiences 

of the transition to school, supports can be strengthened.  In addition, areas needing additional 

assistance can be identified, and support provided, to improve the transitional outcomes for 

these and all families and children.  Supporting positive experiences of transition has the 

potential to create opportunities through education for families and children.  

The second aim of the Starting School Study was to assess the impact of the MECSH 

intervention on the transition to school experience for families and children living in 

disadvantage.  Comparisons between the responses from intervention and comparison groups 

were made to determine if similarities and/or differences existed in their experiences of 

transition to school.  Any differences that existed were analysed and discussed in association 

with the aims and outcomes of the MECSH intervention.   
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1.1.2 Overview of thesis. 

In order to understand the complex nature of transition to school for families and 

children living in disadvantage the literature was reviewed in four main areas: theories utilised 

in research of early school transitions; defining disadvantage and outlining the impact of living 

in disadvantage for families and children; discussion of early intervention and home visiting 

programs; and defining a theory of transition applied in this study as a useful framework for 

understanding transition to school experiences of families and children living in disadvantage.  

Chapter One provides the background and purpose of the Starting School Study.  

Chapter Two discusses relevant theories and models pertaining to transition in order to 

understand the many factors that can impact on children and families in the transition to 

school.  Transition to school experiences of both children and families are highlighted, 

identifying changes and challenges that are faced, and the implications these may have for 

families and children living in disadvantage.  The assessment and theoretical approaches to 

issues regarding school readiness and the role of readiness and assessments in the transition to 

school are also discussed.  Chapter Three outlines the terminology surrounding disadvantage, 

including the definition and determinants of disadvantage.  It also focuses on the 

developmental and life outcomes for families and children living in disadvantage.  Chapter Four 

examines various programs and program models, including home visiting programs, and the 

role they have in supporting families living in disadvantage.  Results of international and 

Australian studies are discussed, highlighting the positive impact of nurse home visiting 

programs.  Links are drawn between the role of early intervention, the determinants of 

disadvantage and the process of transition to school.   Chapter Five presents a theory of 
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transition that is then applied in the transition to school as a useful framework in 

understanding the many factors that impact on the process of transition to school.  Chapter Six 

introduces the Starting School Study and identifies the research aims and questions.  Chapter 

Seven outlines the methodology and the multi-method research design used in the study, 

including the ethical and other considerations pertaining to working with families and children 

living in disadvantage.  Chapter Eight outlines the data analysis methods used in this study to 

determine parents and children’s experiences of transition to school and the method used to 

compare those experiences for the intervention and comparison groups.  The results of the 

study are presented over three chapters.  Chapter Nine provides an overview of the results, 

and presents the parent results.  Chapter Ten presents a summary and discussion of the results 

from analysis of the parent data, and presents the comparison of results for intervention and 

comparison groups.  A model of the transition to school experience for parents, using a theory 

of transition as a framework, is also described.  Chapter Eleven presents the results from the 

analysis of children’s interviews with a summary of these results.  Chapter Twelve presents the 

analysis and results of children’s drawings, along with a summary and discussion of these 

results.  A theory of transition is applied to provide a framework to understand the transition 

to school experiences of children.  Chapter Thirteen provides reflections on the research aims, 

the impact of the MECSH trial, the theory of transition that has been applied to the results, and 

the limitations of this study.  The final chapter, Chapter Fourteen, provides the conclusion, as 

well as implications for future research.    
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2 Transition to School 

2.1 Defining Transition 

A transition is defined as the process or period of changing from one state or condition 

to another (Oxford Dictionary, 2000).  Transitions occur throughout life as part of human 

growth and development.  Transitions also occur in educational contexts as children move 

from home to preschool, preschool to school, primary to secondary school and on to higher 

education.  Different theoretical and practical viewpoints pervade approaches to educational 

transitions.  Early research investigating the transition to school focused on the individual 

child’s readiness for school.  As a consequence, research examining children’s transition to 

school emphasised assessment of children’s school readiness and the development of 

measures to determine how well children would fit into the school environment.   

In more recent times, understandings of the transition to school have evolved to 

incorporate children’s readiness for school, the school’s readiness for children, as well as the 

ways in which families and communities support children (Lewit & Baker, 1995; Meisels, 1996; 

NEGP, 1997) and how children support each other (Peters, 2003; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010)  

These understandings have generated different approaches to transition practices, 

ranging from one-off transition activities to extensive transition programs for children and 

families.  Transition programs emphasise continuity in pedagogy, curricula and approaches to 

discipline and learning to promote ongoing linkages between environments that support 

children, such as home, prior-to-school and/or school contexts (Kagan & Neuman, 1998).  

However, they can also highlight discontinuities in these same areas.  Transition programs also 

attempt to promote continuity through building relationships (Bohan-Baker & Little, 2004; 

Fabian & Dunlop, 2007). 
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  Moving away from early conceptualisations equating transition with children’s 

perceived school readiness, the definition underpinning this research locates transition “as the 

continuity of experiences that children have between periods and between spheres of their 

lives” (Kagan & Neuman, 1998, p. 366).  Included in this broader, ecological view of transition is 

the focus on the ongoing and continuous, shared process of transition involving various people, 

processes, contexts, and relationships occurring over time (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 

Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000; Rogoff, 1995).  While the focus of much theorising about 

transition has emphasised the importance of continuity, this view also recognises that 

transition can be characterised by experiences of discontinuity, which can offer valuable life 

opportunities for children’s growth and learning (Margetts, 1999, 2002; Page, 2000), and the 

potential for additional difficulty, anxiety and confusion as children negotiate the unfamiliar 

context of school (Dockett & Perry, 2002c).   

2.2 Approaches to Transition 

Interpretations of transition to school have often focused on the readiness of children 

to start school.  Diverse interpretations of readiness for school fall under four main theoretical 

approaches (Meisels, 1999): the nativist or maturationist view; the behaviourist or 

environmental view; the social constructivist view; and the interactionist view.  In a 

maturationist view it is proposed that school readiness is inherent in the child (Meisels, 1999) 

and development proceeds through predictable stages according to the child’s inner time clock 

(May & Kundert, 1997).  Children reaching a particular chronological age, which varies 

internationally, would reach a stage of development that would deem them ready for school.  

Another stance, the behaviourist view regards school readiness as demonstrated in the child’s 

behaviours and learning, with a focus on external evidence of learning, such as the child’s 
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ability to count, recite the alphabet, recognise and name colours and shapes, and interact 

appropriately with teachers and peers (Dockett & Perry, 2002b; Meisels, 1999).  The 

behaviourist/environmentalist view emphasises the role of training children to be ready for 

school, through direct instruction and practice of relevant behaviours and skills.  Direct testing 

of children’s skill acquisition is utilised before starting school to determine if children are ready 

to start.  A further approach, the social constructivist view, sees school readiness as embedded 

in the child’s social and cultural context with reference to the community, family and the 

school involved in the transition experience (Graue, 1992, 2006; High, 2008; Janus & Offord, 

2000, 2007; Janus, 2011).  In this view, learning occurs through the social interactions between 

children and significant others within particular contexts.  The family is the child’s initial 

context for learning and development.  Children also learn in the context of other social 

interactions, including those with relatives, friends, and significant people in the child’s life, 

within the local and wider community.  Community members may be individuals that are part 

of a religious or sporting organisation, the preschool community, or part of the cultural 

community of the child and family.  Consequently, what is deemed important for school 

transition and school readiness, and the supports that are provided in each community will 

vary, depending on the social and cultural expectations of the community.   

Incorporating elements of these three views (maturationist view, the 

behaviourist/environmental view, and the social constructivist view), it is possible to consider 

an interactionist view that regards readiness as demonstrated by the child in the course of 

relationships and interactions over time in particular contexts such as the home, school and 

the wider community (Doucet & Tudge, 2007; Janus, 2011; Meisels, 1999; Tudge, Freitas, & 

Doucet, 2009).  The child is recognised as central to each of the four viewpoints of readiness 
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but the interactionist viewpoint recognises the influence of time and context on school 

readiness making it significant in determining the ‘readiness’ of all children for school.  The 

interactionist view is reflected in an ecological model of transition (Figure 1) (Pianta, Rimm-

Kaufman, & Cox, 1999, p. 6).  In this model, child development is influenced by the direct 

interactions of the child in a setting, and through the changing networks of relationships in 

different settings which occur over time.   

Figure 1.  An ecological model of transition (Pianta, Rimm-Kaufman, & Cox, 1999, p. 6) showing the 

interconnections that occur over time between and within preschool and Kindergarten contexts.   

This model incorporates the child’s skills, knowledge and abilities in the context of 

home, acknowledging that the home context shapes what the child learns and values.  

Reflecting an ecological perspective, this model acknowledges the influence of processes or 

interactions, people and contexts occurring over time.  However, the bi-directional influence 

that contexts can have on each other is neglected in this model.  For example, Kindergarten 

settings can influence what occurs in preschool settings in terms of their expectations of 

preparing children for school whereby preschools provide more structured activities for 

children in the year before they start school.  Children bring their skills, knowledge and 
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abilities, established in the early years of life, to the preschool and school as the building blocks 

for future learning.   

In the United States of America, the focus on school readiness of children led to the 

National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) (1997) devising a working definition of readiness 

identifying three interrelated components: the readiness of the child for school, the readiness 

of the school for the child and the capacity of families and communities to support the 

developmental opportunities for young children’s school readiness (Emig, Moore, & Scarupa, 

2001).  This definition of readiness includes child factors and emphasises the role of the school, 

focusing on building supportive relationships between all stakeholders - the child, the family, 

the school and the community - to assist and support the child in the process of transition to 

school (Dockett & Perry, 2007b).  Responsibility is placed on schools to be ready to support all 

children and families as they make the transition to school (Graue, 1992; Shore, 1998; Wesley 

& Buysse, 2003) because children do not enter school having had the same life experiences or 

reflecting similar stages of development.  Children also have individual personalities, abilities, 

attitudes and behaviours that can influence how they experience school.  The value placed on 

recognising and appreciating individual differences in the school context can influence teacher 

and peer responses to children living in disadvantage and potentially reduce, or perpetuate, 

stigmatisation and the development of a negative self-image for these children (Désert, 

Préaux, & Jund, 2009; Horgan, 2007).   

The role of the teacher is fundamental to establishing and maintaining positive 

relationships between families and schools.  The relationship between teacher and child has 

been highlighted as being important to school transition and continued school success (Baker, 

2006; Buyse, Verschueren, Verachtert, & Van Damme, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 
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Mantzicopoulos, 2005; O’Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004).  These 

relationships can begin prior to the child starting school to provide support over the process of 

transition to school for children and their families.  Over the transition period, positive 

relationships between home and school can provide a network of support for families and 

children, help to identify children’s strengths and shape learning in both contexts, and reduce 

confusion and misunderstandings about aspects of school such as the expectations of parents 

and children about school (Mashburn & Pianta, 2006).  Positive relationships between home 

and school provide a framework for children to be ready for school and school to be ready for 

children.  This view of school readiness has been supported with indications that relationships 

and interactions are important for all children in the transition to school (Dockett & Perry, 

2007b; Henderson & Mapp, 2002).   

2.3 Bio-Ecological Theory and Transition  

The Developmental Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000) situates 

context as separate from the child.  An alternative view sees context as a “melding of person 

and environment”, where the individual and context are inseparable, interacting and 

interdependent, embedded within social relationships that occur within a physical setting, and 

which develop over time (Cohen & Siegel, 1991, p. 18).  From this perspective, a person 

influences the context while being a part of that context (and vice versa), with meaning in each 

experience being determined by the interactions and interdependence of the person and 

context in a particular event.   

Transition viewed in this way is “understood in terms of the influence of contexts and 

the connections across these contexts at any given time and across time” (Pianta, Rimm-

Kaufman and Cox, 1999, p. 4).  Relationships within and between contexts define the 
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transition, which is recognized as a ‘process’ involving children, family, teachers, and 

community rather than an event that happens specifically to a child (Bohan-Baker & Little, 

2004).  The meaning and understandings developed in transition to school are defined by the 

shared experience, through communication and engagement in the experience (Rogoff, 1995).  

Bronfenbrenner (1986) described child development using a bio-ecological model depicting a 

series of nested systems that operate together to influence child development: the 

microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem.  The microsystem 

encompasses the immediate context in which the child operates, such as the family, prior-to-

school setting and the school setting.  The mesosystem represents the connection between 

two or more microsystems, such as the relationship between the school and home.  The 

exosystem is an external environment that affects the child’s development indirectly, such as 

the parental workplace.  The macrosystem is the broader social and cultural context.  In 

addition to the four systems described, Bronfenbrenner (1986) proposed a fifth system, the 

chronosystem, to analyse and document changes over time in the individual child and in the 

environment.  A bio-ecological systems approach provides a valuable framework to understand 

the interplay between and across systems in the transition to school. 

Bronfenbrenner (1995) described close interactions as “proximal processes” which 

need to occur regularly over an extended period of time to be effective for optimal child 

development.  Such interactions occur between “biopsychological” human beings and other 

individuals, objects, and symbols in the environment through “processes of progressively more 

complex reciprocal interactions” (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p. 620).  Interactions in the home 

context may involve a parent and child sharing a storybook each night or children playing a ball 

game as they build skills in throwing and catching.  In the transition to school, a proximal 
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process could be evident in learning activities such as the teacher helping children learn the 

school’s rules and routines.  Bronfenbrenner (1979) emphasised the individual child’s 

participation in contexts and relationships as important to child development, believing:  

Development is enhanced as a direct function of the number of structurally 
different settings in which the developing person participates in a variety of joint 
activities and primary dyads with others, particularly when these others are more 
mature and experienced.  (p. 212) 

 

2.4 Application of Bio-Ecological Theory in Transition Research 

A bio-ecological framework is based in the principle that child development occurs 

within a context of interactions between the child and the objects, persons, and symbols in 

that child’s environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Based on a bio-ecological framework, 

Dunlop (2002) developed a model (Figure 2) of a systems approach to transition depicting the 

interconnected and complex series of systems that influence and are influenced by the child in 

the transition to school (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007, p. 2).   
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Figure 2.   A Transition Systems Approach (Dunlop, 2002, p. 146) based on Bronfenbrenner’s Systems 

Model showing the interconnection of systems and relationships influencing child development. 

The child is central to these systems, being both affected by the settings and influencing 

changes or continuities in those settings through the shared interaction.  Bronfenbrenner 

(1979; 1986; 1995) referred to this influence as being both bi-directional and reciprocal.  

Connections or relationships (mesosystems) between settings (microsystems) are important 

for the child’s development, with the child influencing the process.  Relationships, particularly 

those of and relating to the child as central in this model are the vital link between the 
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systems, assisting communication and information exchange between contexts.  The context of 

relationships is fundamentally important to development as Drewery (1991) explains: 

When we think about the development of our own lives, we think about our 
relationships with other people.  We see ourselves and identify ourselves in terms 
of the interweaving of our lives with the lives of others.  (p. 151)  

 

The child and the family making the transition to school are recognised as part of several 

systems that undergo change over time - the family, the prior-to-school setting, the school, and 

the wider community, that are all embedded in political and social systems.  Relationships 

within and between these systems create a fundamental network to build trust and rapport 

between child, teacher, home and school (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 

2000).  This network influences the child, both directly and indirectly, in the transition to school 

(Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).  Direct influences involve child 

characteristics and other factors such as the home learning environment and family 

relationships (Melhuish et al., 2008).  Indirect influences include family involvement in the 

school and family connectedness within the community.   

A bio-ecological framework has been applied in research investigating the transition to 

school experience to gain an understanding of the differing perspectives of stakeholders.  For 

example, what is important in the transition to school for adults such as parents and teachers 

(Dunlop, Lee, Hughes, Grieve, & Marwick, 2008; Dunlop, Hughes, Fee & Marwick, 2008; 

Einarsdóttir, Perry, & Dockett, 2008; Griebel & Niesel, 2002; Margetts, 2002; Peters, 2000) and 

children (Dockett & Perry, 2005a, 2005b; Einarsdóttir, 2007b; Margetts, 2008) have been 

investigated.  Findings from these studies support the growing understanding that the 

transition to school may be viewed and experienced differently for those involved and is 

influenced by many factors.  These influences extend beyond the microsystems in an ecological 
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model.  For example, at the macrosystem level, government policy in early childhood 

education could be investigated using an ecological framework to determine the impact on 

outcomes for children, families and communities in the transition to school (Brown, 2010; 

Elliot, 2006; Farrar, Goldfeld & Moore, 2007).  Such studies have established guidelines and 

recommendations for future directions in early childhood education and care to offer children 

and families the experiences, relationships, strategies and programs that can assist them in 

making a smooth transition to the school context.  In a case study analysis, Brown (2010) 

highlighted the narrow forms of assessment used to determine school readiness which focused 

mostly on children’s academic performance.  Suggestions are made for an interactionist 

viewpoint to be reflected in assessments with the focus on how young children learn and 

develop in particular contexts as a process over time, accounting for the contributions of the 

child, family and community to this development and learning.  Farrar et al. suggest multiple 

strategies and programs to support school readiness at the child, parent, school and 

community levels should be provided through reading programs, home-visiting programs, 

parenting support programs and transition to school programs.  These programs should be 

designed to support ongoing learning by using strategies, direct assistance and resources 

within a framework that develops interactions and relationships as children move from home 

to prior-to-school and then school contexts.   

New concepts are also developing as a result of building on bio-ecological theory in 

transition research, such as the notion of ‘transitions capital’ (Dunlop, 2007).  The term 

‘transitions capital’ encapsulates the pool of resources that children and families draw on and 

which can assist them through transitions.  Transitions capital is formed and continues to grow 

with each experience of transition and is dependent on the nature of the systems that children 
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and families function in.  Transitions capital develops over time and through relationships and 

experiences, so that experiences and outcomes of one transition shape and impact on the 

next.  In this way, transitions capital is accumulated, with early experiences of transition 

continuing to impact as children experience other transitions in school and in life, such as 

moving to the next year at school, on to high school or university, and later to work.  Creating 

positive experiences for children in early transitions forms the foundations for continued 

success in school.   

Bronfenbrenner also described the links between microsystems as the mesosystem.  

The mesosystem has been metaphorically referred to as a bridge between settings.  In the 

transition to school these links become important and create bridges to assist the child in the 

transition to school.  The strength of the link between two contexts is reliant on the 

relationships and the connections that exist between them (Peters, 2008, 2009).  The stronger 

the bridge is, the better the connections and relationships, and the smoother the transition to 

school.   

In a similar vein, transitions have also been viewed as crossings between borderlands.  

Borderlands can be thought of as “those spaces that exist around borders” where there is no 

line that differentiates “where one leaves one way of making sense for another” (Clandinin & 

Rosiek, 2007, p.59).  This idea supports the view of transition to school as a process where 

“other” ways of making sense are adopted and integrated; where changes occur in children’s 

identities as they metamorphose from preschoolers to school children.  One cannot pinpoint 

when the change in sense making or in identity occurs; it is a gradual process occurring over 

time, with both a physical as well as a cultural border being crossed.   
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While the bio-ecological model provides a valuable framework for understanding the 

complex nature and interplay of social systems, it has come under some scrutiny.  The 

placement of the child in the model, at the centre of the series of nested systems, implies that 

the child holds a high level of importance yet, for example, the child may be one of several 

priorities in the family or may be marginalised and/or overlooked in some families and 

communities (Vogler, Crivello & Woodhead, 2008).  In addition, where children have 

experienced life situations such as a family breakdown, the microsystem may be more complex 

than indicated in the model as children experience more extensive and changing settings, 

relationships and activities (Vogler et al., 2008).  The model depicts the cultural beliefs, roles 

and practices in the macrosystem, in a separate system that is seemingly far removed from the 

important and prominent part these aspects of culture play in mediating children’s experiences 

and activities at the family or microsystem level (Vogler et al., 2008).  One of the ways in which 

the impact of social and cultural practices and rituals can be better understood is through a 

‘rites of passage’ theory as defined by Van Gennep (1909, 1960).   

2.5 Rites of Passage Theory and priming events. 

The concept of rites of passage was first noted by French ethnographer, van Gennep 

(1909, 1960) when he studied rituals and ceremonies used by different cultures in human 

society.  In classifying these rites, van Gennep (1909, 1960) differentiated those rites that 

signified a change in status for an individual or social group, and those involving a passage over 

time.  He defined a similar structure to the rites used in different cultures with his work on rites 

of passage applied in anthropology (Turner, 1967) and continuing to be used in other 

disciplines including recent applications in educational research on transition (Fabian, 1998, 

1999; Garpelin, Kallberg, Ekstrom & Sandberg, 2010; Mendel, 2007).   
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Van Gennep (1909, 1960) described the rites of passage as a series three stages: the 

rite of separation (pre-liminal stage), the rite of transition (liminal stage) and the rite of 

incorporation (post-liminal stage) (Fabian, 1998, 1999; Garpelin, 2010; Lam, 2009).  Applying 

these to transition to school, children move from the world of home or preschool, crossing the 

school threshold; “to cross the threshold is to unite oneself with a new world” (van Gennep, 

1960, p. 20).  Transition to school is a process of change not only in contexts, but also in social 

identity, role and status (Griebel & Niesel, 2002).  As the child enters school, there is a shift in 

social status and expectations, as the new role and the responsibilities of being a school child 

are adopted (Vogler et al., 2008).  Parents also experience a shift in social status, role and 

expectations as they adopt their new role and take on the responsibilities of being the parent 

of a school child (Griebel & Niesel, 2002).  The liminal stage can vary for each child, being 

determined by children’s home background, and their dispositions, supports and experiences, 

with some children taking longer to adapt to their new status as a school child than others.  In 

the transition to school, teachers and children create a community in the school context, which 

has meaning to each child as they adopt a new identity, status and role as a member of that 

community, as a school child.   

Linking with the theory of rites of passage and rituals in transition is also the notion of 

“priming events” (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000).  “Priming events involve activities in which 

children, by their very participation, attend prospectively to ongoing or anticipated changes in 

their lives” (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000, p. 17).  Children are prepared for the sociocultural 

context of school by the use of priming events.  Priming events help children become familiar 

with the expectations and routines of school.  When preschool experiences support children’s 

thinking, learning and development they can be viewed as priming events for school.  Many 
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children participate in formalised orientation programs and activities that are designed to 

familiarise the child with school practices and signify their impending change in social status as 

they become school children. Priming events can provide continuity, but they may also 

highlight discontinuities as children move into the school context (Peters, 2010).   

A criticism of the rites of passage theory of transition is the passive view the child has 

in the process (Lam & Pollard, 2006), with the child seen as involved in the transition to school 

and adapting to the changes that occur, but not influencing the course or the outcomes of the 

transition.  This view of the child has changed with the development of social theories that see 

the child as an active social actor.   

2.6 Social Construction of Transition  

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological model situates the individual child and context as 

independent entities that act on each other with bi-directional influence.  However, social 

theorists view the context and the individual as inseparable (Rogoff, 1982; Vygotsky, 1978).  

Vygotsky (1986) argued that children internalise learning through social interactions, and are 

able to achieve more by working with a more experienced peer or adult, than if they work 

independently.  In addition to participating socially in activities, Vygotsky (1978) emphasised 

culture as important in child development and learning, with the child seen as active in the 

social construction of knowledge where:  

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, between 
people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological).  This 
applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of 
ideas.  All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals.  
(p. 57) 

 

The basis of this learning, according to Vygotsky (1978), is cooperative dialogues, 

mainly using cultural tools such as language, to mediate the social environment.  Building on 
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this, Rogoff (1990) theorised that the child internalises the culture through tools such as 

language, and so experiences ‘cultural adaptation’.  However, Rogoff (1996) sees changes, 

including transitions in life, as “neither exclusively in the individuals nor exclusively in their 

environments, but a characteristic of individuals’ involvements in ongoing activity” (p. 273).  In 

this way the child is an active agent in change due to their participation in socio-cultural 

activities.   

Rogoff (1995) has argued that “any event in the present is an extension of previous 

events and is directed toward goals that have not yet been accomplished” (p. 155).  From this, 

she described learning as occurring on three planes –personal, cultural and social– that all 

operate together, either in the foreground or background, to create learning experiences.  

Shared experiences do not remain in memory waiting to be called into the present.  Rather, 

“the person’s previous participation contributes to the event at hand by having prepared it” 

(Rogoff, 1995, p. 155).  By means of the idea of the shared experience (Rogoff, 1995) the 

transition to school can be viewed as more than just a ‘one off’ event of the child’s school 

entry.  Further, transition is not just about challenges as the child changes context from the 

prior-to-school setting or home, to participate in the school context.  Transition to school is an 

ongoing and continuous process: a culmination of children’s present experiences, shaped by 

previous experiences in the home and other settings, with an emphasis placed on future goals, 

potential for learning, and what is yet to be accomplished in the school context (Rogoff, 1995).  

Aligning with the bio-ecological model, Rogoff’s view recognises the interrelatedness of the 

context and the individuals in interactions occurring over time.  This process includes the hopes 

and aspirations of the child and family as they continue on the child’s learning journey.  What 

occurs in the present shapes these hopes and dreams.  In determining what transition involves, 
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it is important to consider the idea of ‘context’ as being more than just a physical place or 

setting.   

This section has argued that interactions and relationships are central to the 

transitional process.  The nature and extent of the relationships or linkages between the family 

and other key settings becomes vital for children and families at the time of transition to 

school.  Relationships provide support throughout transition as the family and child adjust to 

the changes and challenges of school.  The child’s previous experiences at home, preschool and 

childcare, and other settings combine to shape their present understandings of the school 

context and to emphasise the future experiences in this context.  Parents’ previous experiences 

also play a role in their understandings of the school context.   
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3 Families and Children Living with Disadvantage 

3.1 What is ‘Disadvantage’? 

All families and children need access to financial, health, social and educational 

resources and supports in everyday life to have the opportunities for optimal health, 

education, and employment.  The provision of a supportive environment for child growth and 

development can be impaired by limited or lack of access to resources.  For example, when a 

family is dealing with the health problem of a parent or issues relating to substance abuse or 

domestic violence they may not have the capacity to provide a safe and nurturing environment 

for a child (Australian Social Inclusion Board, 2010).  Many difficulties in accessing resources 

and supports are attributed to living in poverty.  However, poverty is a relative concept, 

defined in different ways and dependent on time and place (UNICEF, 2005).  In its narrowest 

sense ‘poverty’ is directly linked to income and is usually determined using a threshold marker 

defined by government (Kingdon & Knight, 2006; McLoyd, 1998).  If a family’s level of income is 

assessed to be below the threshold marker, the family is considered to be living in poverty.   

According to UNICEF (2005) families are defined as living in poverty if their income is 

below 50 per cent of national median income.  This is described as ‘relative poverty’ (Headey, 

2006).  The limited income available to families living in poverty can reduce parental capacity 

to provide a home context that stimulates and supports the optimal growth and development 

of children.  Recent estimates are that 14% of Australian children are living in relative poverty 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD, 2011).  Studies have 

mapped changes in income-based poverty over time, discussing the impact and implications of 

poverty on Australian families and children (Harding, Lloyd, & Greenwell, 2001; Payne, 2009; 

Saunders & Bradbury, 2006).  These studies have determined that other factors impact on 
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families and children living in poverty, recognising that income is only one potential 

determinant of disadvantage.  Income based definitions of poverty have come under scrutiny, 

with poverty now thought to encompass more than income alone (Payne, 2009; Saunders et 

al., 2008).   

The concept of ‘disadvantage’ links to this more comprehensive definition of poverty 

and is described as broad and multidimensional, encompassing social, economic and health 

factors that are interrelated (Vinson, 2007).  Factors such as income, educational attainment, 

unemployment, home ownership and fluency in English (ABS, 2006) are used to describe 

elements of disadvantage.  The concept of disadvantage incorporates socioeconomic status 

which is measured in various ways based on “some quantification of family income, parental 

education, and occupational status” (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002, p.371).  In westernised societies, 

such as Australia, families living in disadvantage are often referred to as being ‘at risk’ because 

they have an increased potential to experience negative social, economic and health 

outcomes.  “Factors that are associated with an increased likelihood of negative outcomes” are 

termed risk factors (Foley et al., 1999, p. 4).  Primarily, a child’s risk is determined by the 

existence of factors that impact on the caregiver’s role and the child’s environment in the early 

years. 

Children experiencing disadvantage may be considered “at risk” as they have a greater 

possibility of experiencing poor growth, development and health outcomes than those who do 

not experience such an environment. Children living in disadvantage are reported to 

experience an increased likelihood of: development delay and learning difficulties; physical and 

accidental injury; vaccine-preventable childhood illness; as well as a higher incidence of child 
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abuse and neglect (Armstrong, Fraser, Dadds, & Morris, 1999; Brownell, et al., 2010; Crandall, 

Sridharan, & Schermer, 2010; Haynes, Reading, & Gale, 2003).   

Protective factors alleviate the impact of risk. While having an adequate income and 

access to social, economic and health services and supports are considered protective factors, 

so too are supportive stable, nurturing relationships and positive home learning environments.  

Optimal development is based in such relationships and environments which are not restricted 

to those living in advantaged circumstances. “Optimal development is conceptualised as 

enabling children to grow into flourishing persons, that is persons who have developed (and 

are still developing) their given possibilities to the full and optimally fulfil the domains that can 

be said to be objectively good for all people” (Ruyter, 2012, p. 25).   

The broad term ‘living in disadvantage’ is used in this study to describe circumstances 

where children and families do not have access to the social, financial, and health resources 

and supports that promote optimal development.  Effects of disadvantage are mediated by 

family and community contexts.   

3.2 Impact of Disadvantage  

3.2.1 Impact of disadvantage at the individual and family level. 

The family unit provides one of the most influential and important contexts for child 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  The child is influenced by the strength of the family unit 

and the family’s ability to provide the context for growth, development and wellbeing.  As 

Fisher (2001) states: 

The single most important influence on a child’s early development is that of the 
family.  When things go wrong for families, the resulting problems affect the 
development of the children in the family and therefore quite directly, the whole 
community in which they live.  (p. 4) 
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There are many factors and processes that contribute to disadvantage; improving the 

situations of families living in disadvantage involves more than solely improving their financial 

situation (Barnes et al., 2005; Saunders et al., 2008).  The family is a powerful microsystem that 

influences children’s developmental trajectories (Cunha, Heckman, & Schennach, 2010; 

Heckman, 2006; Phillips, 2007).  Early interventions that support the parenting role, 

particularly by strengthening parent-child relationships, have demonstrated improvement in 

the long term developmental trajectories of children living in disadvantage (Mercy & Saul, 

2009; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).   

3.2.1.1 Home Learning Environment. 

The nature of the home context as an environment for optimal growth and 

development is determined by family interactions, relationships and the capacity to provide for 

children’s health, welfare and education.  The home context shapes children’s abilities, 

wellbeing and development (Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal, McAdoo, & García Coll, 2001; Connell, 

& Prinz, 2002; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Edwards et al., 2009; Heckman, 2006).  Child 

learning and wellbeing is affected at multiple levels by living in disadvantage (Leventhal & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

Families experiencing social, financial and/or health concerns may not have the 

physical and psychological means to provide resources and engage in supportive interactions 

with the child to encourage optimal learning and development.  Environmental factors such as 

a lack of stimuli in the form of early exposure to literacy materials (Danziger & Waldfogel, 

2000; Hertzman, 2002; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004), for 

example, can place a child at risk of developmental difficulties, especially in the area of 

language and cognitive development.  Literacy materials were indicated as beneficial to 
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children’s literacy and numeracy achievement at school when interactions at home involved 

reading; playing with and learning numbers and letters; learning songs, rhymes and poems; 

and interacting in social visits and shopping activities (Melhuish et al., 2008).  Early spoken 

language is important for children’s subsequent reading and writing skills (Locke, Ginsborg, & 

Peers, 2002; Ramey & Ramey, 2004) and is anchored in the interactions children have with 

their primary caregivers (Hoff, 2003; Love et al., 2005; Sylva et al., 2004).  In the early years, 

some children from disadvantaged backgrounds have been described as lagging behind more 

advantaged peers (Hoff, 2003; Bee et al., 1982; Najman, Bor, Morrison, Andersen & Williams, 

1992).  For example, children living in disadvantage are reported to score lower than their 

more advantaged peers in vocabulary (Fish & Pinkerman, 2003; Hoff, 2003; Hoff & Tian, 2005) 

at least partly because they sometimes experience limited patterns and amounts of maternal-

child speech (Huttenlocher, Harght, Bruk, Seltzer, & Lyons, 1991).  However such views have 

been challenged as failing to account for the diversity of activities that can promote children’s 

learning in the home context (Tizard & Hughes, 1984, 2002). 

3.2.1.2 Attachment. 

Early life experiences that are characterised by warm, nurturing and responsive 

caregiving provide interactions that stimulate healthy brain development and help the child to 

formulate a secure attachment to their parents or other caregivers (Arnold & Colburn, 2005; 

Perry, 2001; Ramey & Ramey, 2004).  Researchers have suggested that young children develop 

an internal working model of the attachment relationship based on their relationship with their 

primary caregiver (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2004).  This assists children in determining their self-

worth and in realising the reliability of others to provide them with essential care and attention 

(Kennedy & Kennedy, 2004).  Poor maternal or primary caregiver attachment is identified as a 
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risk factor that may lead to poor child developmental outcomes in areas of cognition and 

language development (Belsky & Fearon, 2002; Thompson, 2000).  Attachment has been 

indicated as influencing school achievement by impacting on verbal and maths abilities, 

reading comprehension and overall school achievement (Aviezer et al., 2002; Granot & 

Mayseless, 2001)  

Stresses in everyday family life have been linked with the use of harsher parenting 

styles and child abuse and neglect (Black, Heyman, & Slep, 2001; Medora, Wilson, & Larson, 

2001), which disrupt the formation of secure attachment relationships.  Increased everyday 

stresses are based in parental stress, which can stem from financial concerns, poor health and 

nutrition, and limited support networks (Barnet, 2008; Stansfeld, Head, Bartley, & Fonagy, 

2008).  Parental stress impinges on the caregiving role by impacting on parenting styles, 

indicated in the level of warmth and care, harshness or possible neglect, and child experiences 

in parent-child interactions (Sidebotham, Heron, & Golding, 2002; Stansfeld et al., 2008).  

Factors such as caregiver characteristics, including age, knowledge and mental health 

(Fergusson, Horwood, Shannon, & Lawton, 1989), maternal depression (Brennan et al., 2000; 

Puckering, 2005), and alcohol or substance abuse (Werner & Smith, 1992) have been linked to 

poor developmental outcomes for children, especially in areas of social and cognitive 

development.  These factors have also been associated with families living in disadvantage 

(Kiernan & Mensah, 2009; Mistry, Benner, Biesanz, Clark, & Howes, 2010; Sektnan, McClelland, 

Acock, & Morrison, 2010).  Isolation from social supports and family disharmony, and the 

existence of conflict and violence (Keeping et al., 1989; Najman et al., 1997; Werner & Smith, 

1992) are also factors that place children ‘at risk’ as they impact on the caregiving role.  

Difficulties are compounded when families experience problems accessing services which can 
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provide financial, health and social supports to assist them in their primary caregiving role and 

alleviate some of the impact of disadvantage.   

To provide an optimal context for child development parents require: the physical and 

mental capacities for caregiving and for their other roles in life; the financial means to provide 

resources to meet children’s basic needs; and the time, resources and energy to engage in 

responsive interactions with children, and with others to build social support networks and 

enhance the social connectedness of their family (Kiernan & Mensah, 2009).   

3.2.2 Impact of disadvantage at the community level. 

3.2.2.1 What is a community? 

A community has been defined as a group of people living in a shared geographical 

location who are connected by social ties, common goals and perspectives, and engagement in 

joint action (MacQueen et al., 2001).  Communities have been conceptualised in several ways 

portrayed by different dimensions such as “an affective unit of belonging and identity”, “as a 

functional unit of production and exchange”, “as a network of relations” and “as a unit of 

collective action” (Chaskin, 2008, p. 73).  Different kinds of environments are created by each 

community, with members utilising their community in varying ways, depending on their needs 

and circumstances.  Communities also provide a context of risk and protective factors that 

impact the wellbeing of community members (Chaskin, 2008). 

There is growing evidence to suggest that children’s neighbourhoods and families 

influence developmental outcomes (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Leventhal, & Aber, 1997; Carpiano, 

Lloyd, & Hertzman, 2009; Goering & Feins, 2003) with neighbourhood socioeconomic status 

appearing to influence children’s development and health (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).  

Associations have been made between neighbourhood characteristics and children’s school 
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readiness and achievement, child behavioural and emotional outcomes, and physical health 

problems (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).  Some social competencies of children, arising 

from living in disadvantage, such as their self-reliance and independence may not be valued or 

may not be viewed in the same way at school. This may influence children’s relationships with 

peers and teachers, as well as their academic progress and behavioural adjustment at school 

(Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Price, 1987; Margetts, 2004; Perry & Weinstein, 1998; Raver, 2002; Wesley 

& Buysse, 2003).   

The Family Stress Model has been used to understand how community factors can 

impact on child and family outcomes (Barnett, 2008; Conger & Ge, 1994; Conger, Patterson, & 

Ge, 1995; McLoyd & Jayaratne, 1994).  Fundamentally, family economic hardship has been 

shown to influence other factors such as parental mental health, parental relationships and 

parenting behaviours which can directly and indirectly impact on child outcomes (Conger et al., 

2002; Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen, 2002; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-Gunn, 2002; Westbrook & 

Harden, 2010).  The negative impact of economic hardship and disadvantage in communities 

on children’s social, emotional and cognitive development has implications for children’s 

transition to school and later school success (Benson, Leffert, Scales & Blyth, 2012; Crosnoe & 

Cooper, 2010).  Yet some children have been reported as doing well despite this predicted 

negative impact (Siraj- Blatchford et al., 2011). 

Communities can also function at a broader level by supporting the relationships and 

interactions that indirectly impact on the child, such as relationships between the parent and 

their workplace or the parent and groups within the wider community.  Strengthening families 

is a means of strengthening their communities.  The Preamble to the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) states that:  
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The family, as the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for 
the growth and well-being of all its members and particularly children, should be 
afforded the necessary protection and assistance so that it can fully assume its 
responsibilities within the community. (para.  5) 

 

The UN Convention implies that society, and communities as part of society, have an obligation 

to protect children’s rights by ensuring that at least the minimal resources needed to foster 

child well-being and development are provided to all families (Melton, 2008).  The provision of 

access to adequate services, supports and/or interventions, is a step towards supporting the 

growth and development of children within families.   

Other contexts, such as early childcare settings, preschools, and schools also influence 

the health and developmental processes of the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  The school 

becomes a community that can provide a context for families to develop social support and 

build social connectedness.  These relationships involve many stakeholders, including the child, 

friends, family and teachers, and also extend to include family-peer relationships and teacher-

sibling relationships.  While these relationships have the potential to provide valuable support 

they can also be a source of additional stress for some families when communications and 

interactions are strained between home and the school context and/or families feel isolated 

from these support networks.  These relationships must be considered within the broad 

cultural and social context, the macrosystem, that influences, and is influenced by, the family 

and the child and, therefore, the community (Corsaro, 1997; Corsaro, Molinari, & Rosier, 2002).   

Several research studies have investigated the impact of the community on child 

development.  After controlling for family factors, it has been concluded that community 

disadvantage, determined by income or socioeconomic status, has a negative impact on child 

development, particularly influencing the development of social, emotional and behavioural 
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problems in early and middle childhood (Edwards, 2005; Kohen, Brooks-Gunn, Leventhal & 

Hertzman, 2002; Romano, Tremblay, Boulerice, & Swisher, 2005; Xue, Leventhal, Brooks-Gunn, 

& Earls, 2005).  Parental perceptions of community factors have also been shown to impact on 

child development, for example, parents who perceive the community to be unsafe tend to 

change their parenting style, sometimes increasing their monitoring of children, restricting 

outdoor activities, and/or discussing risks with their children (Letiecq & Koblinsky, 2004; Kling, 

Liebman, & Katz, 2005).  Children’s perceptions of the safety of their community are also linked 

to their engagement at school as well as educational outcomes (Bowen, Rose, Powers & 

Glennie, 2008).   

The link between child development and disadvantage has been explained using the 

Model of Poverty (Phillips, 2007).  Three mechanisms of disadvantage are described in the 

model that can influence developmental outcomes: stigmatisation and marginalisation by 

society; limitations in opportunity structure; and stress.  The three mechanisms function either 

individually or in combination to impact on developmental outcomes.  The child develops in 

the context of disadvantage as the macrosystem, which influences every other system in the 

child’s life (Phillips & Pittman, 2003).  Children and families living in disadvantage can face 

stigmatisation and marginalisation especially if they are viewed as being personally responsible 

for their life situations (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tageler, 2001).  Stigmatisation and 

marginalisation can reduce access to resources and supports.  Without equity in access to 

resources and services, families living in disadvantage can have limited opportunities or power 

to change their life course or the life chances of their children.  While community disadvantage 

has been shown to impact on children’s development in several areas, research has identified 

strategies to mediate the effects of disadvantage for children and families living in 
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disadvantaged areas (Australian Social Inclusion Board, 2010; Barnes et al., 2005; Byron, 2010; 

Manning et al., 2006).   

3.2.2.2 Social connectedness and disadvantage. 

One strategy that has been shown to buffer the impact of community disadvantage is 

building social connectedness in communities.  Social connectedness is described as “the 

cultural resources and interpersonal bonds shared by [community] members” (Jack & Jordan, 

1999, p. 242).  Social connectedness encompasses several areas that create a context for 

health, development and wellbeing including: having access to and being engaged in: 

supportive relationships and environments; social and physical activities; a social network; and 

having social status, where your position in society is valued.  Building social connectedness in 

communities can reduce the differences between advantaged and disadvantaged areas; 

although it is unlikely to create parity (Edwards & Bromfield, 2010).   

Communities can provide a context for families to build social connectedness.  The 

potential to alleviate some of the effects of disadvantage for families may rely on strategies 

that build social connectedness within communities and also focus on “addressing the service 

delivery system, enhancing parenting skills and providing employment in these [disadvantaged] 

areas” (Edwards & Bromfield, 2010, p. 13).  Building social connectedness has been shown to 

help establish support networks and reduce some of the isolation and stress families living in 

disadvantaged communities can experience (Terrion, 2006).  Social interactions help to build 

relationships that, in turn, help to foster friendships and community connections increasing 

social connectedness for families.  Community resources and supports provide the foundation 

for forming the relationships with and between families that build relationships and social 



36 

 

connections.  Strategies that build social connectedness in reducing the impact of disadvantage 

highlight the role of social processes in shaping community wellbeing (Vinson, 2007).   

3.2.2.3 Role of schools and communities in building social connectedness  

Maeroff (1998) argues that schools, along with other services and agencies, have an 

essential role in providing the context and infrastructure for the development of social 

connectedness in disadvantaged communities.  Building social connectedness “promotes 

learning by addressing student’s social and emotional needs” (Maeroff, 1998, p. 27).  Social 

connectedness works on two levels in the school context: it develops and builds a child’s sense 

of belonging so they feel part of something bigger; and it helps build ties within the school so 

children can manage obstacles or difficulties they experience (Maeroff, 1998).  These two 

levels of connectedness are strengthened by bonds that are developed between the school 

context and home, family, and community.  The education of the child in this understanding of 

social connectedness becomes a shared responsibility, established through respectful 

relationships and partnerships (Epstein, 2006; Epstein & Sheldon, 2006).  Schools need to think 

beyond the traditional ways they involve families in partnerships and focus on how families can 

support children’s learning and development.  Seven key principles in family partnerships have 

been identified and adapted from Epstein (2005) to develop a framework to assist schools.  

This framework involves: communication; making connections with home learning; building 

community and identity through recognition of diversity of families; recognising the role of 

families’ as children’s first and primary educators; facilitating consultative decision making with 

families; collaborating beyond school; and participating by families being involved in school-

based learning activities (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 

Australian Council for State Schools & Australian Parents Council, 2008). 
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3.2.2.4 Attachment formation and social connectedness. 

Communities, and the schools within them, may also provide opportunities to offset 

some of the risk factors faced by children living in disadvantage.  For example, communities 

and schools can provide a context to assist the formation of secure attachments between the 

child and other significant adults and peers.  Attachment outcomes are influenced by, and may 

vary according to each child’s developmental history and current circumstances (Thompson, 

2000).  Attachment experiences underpin relationships with others in the school context such 

as teachers and peers (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2004; Thompson, 2000).  As children enter school, 

teacher-child relationships have been compared with parent-child relationships, in terms of 

function and properties (Howes, 2000; Pianta, 1999).  Children who experience secure 

attachments to their primary caregivers are likely to establish positive relationships at school 

(Bohlin, Hagekull, & Rydell, 2000; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Moss & St-Laurent, 2001).   

3.2.2.5 Transition to school and social connectedness. 

Effective communication is the basis of the social connectedness that promotes a 

successful transition to school.  The transition to school can be a time of challenge for children 

from disadvantaged communities (Margetts, 2007; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000), partly 

because of the discontinuities that may exist between home and school environments and 

expectations.  Strategies to assist children to cope with changes and/or discontinuities 

experienced as they start school have been identified in several research studies (Dockett & 

Perry, 2003, 2004a; Dockett, Perry, Kearney, Hampshire, Mason & Schmied, 2011; Fabian, 

2000, 2003; Margetts, 2007; Niesel & Griebel, 2005; Potter & Briggs, 2003).  It has been noted 

that the more similar the expectations, perceptions and practices between home, prior-to-

school settings (PTSS) and school settings, the easier the process of adjustment for the child 

(Kostelnik, Stein, Whiren & Soderman, 2006).  An initial focus on providing continuity between 
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children’s experiences in PTSS and those in school (Cleave, Jowett, & Bate, 1982; Curtis, 1986; 

Ledger, Smith, & Rich, 1998; Margetts, 2007; Renwick, 1984), has shifted to providing children 

and families with information and support in the transition to school to reduce any difficulties 

they may experience in adjusting to the changes in expectations, roles and relationships 

(Margetts, 2007; Peters, 2000). 

Involving parents in school and building partnerships can generate social 

connectedness within the school community.  Positive parental involvement in school has been 

identified as promoting children’s educational achievement through two mechanisms: building 

social connectedness; and social control (Hill & Taylor, 2004).  Through engagement with 

school, parents can develop skills and knowledge that help to assist children in school-related 

activities such as homework and understanding school expectations for behaviour.  These 

contribute to the mechanism of social control in schools, whereby expectations of school and 

home become aligned.  Parents also develop relationships with other parents and learn about 

the school, the teachers and wider community activities through their interactions within these 

relationships (Hill & Taylor, 2004).  In addition, teachers benefit from parental involvement as 

they learn about individual children from parents and discover parental expectations for 

children’s learning and of themselves as teachers.  School achievement is also thought to be 

promoted through social control, whereby family and school partnerships are the means for 

the development of mutual understandings of appropriate school behaviour and these 

expectations are conveyed by parents to children in both school and home contexts (Epstein, 

2005; Fan & Williams, 2010).  Parents, through partnerships with teachers and schools, can 

help to mediate between the contexts of home and school, particularly where the home 

context differs from the school context.  
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In determining how to support children in transition to school and assist in their 

adjustment to changes and discontinuities between PTSS and school contexts focus has been 

placed on the types and range of transition activities utilised to build social networks prior to 

the child starting school, especially through activities such as transition programs (Margetts, 

2002).  Communication pathways between PTSS, school and home have also been considered 

(Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Fabian & Dunlop, 2002) as a way to support information exchange, 

build partnerships and increase understandings of different perspectives of school 

expectations for behaviour and learning.  In addition, building on children’s prior knowledge 

and learning though the development and support for effective learning approaches is 

important to children’s continued engagement and learning (Cullen, 1991; Nutbrown, 2006).  

Effective communication and building partnerships between PTSS, school and families can help 

to achieve these aims for children.  In addition, high quality preschool programs can provide 

learning support for all children, especially children living in disadvantage (Griebel & Niesel, 

2002).  Enrolment in PTSS can also assist in building positive teacher-child relationships (Pianta, 

Cox, Taylor & Early, 1999) between parents and children that can support children’s 

development of a positive disposition to school and learning (Entwisle & Alexander, 1998).  

Parental involvement in school can help parents, children and teachers to develop 

relationships and provide a platform to convey understandings about expectations for 

behaviours, knowledge and skills that lead to success for children in the school context.   

While promoting social connectedness or social capital may be necessary, it may not 

be sufficient to ameliorate the effects of living in disadvantage for families because:  
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Enhancing neighbourhood social capital reduces, but does not close the gap 
between children living in advantaged and disadvantaged neighbourhoods.  There 
were still some significant differences between children growing up in the most 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods compared to the most advantaged 
neighbourhoods.  While building social capital is clearly important, addressing the 
service delivery system, enhancing parenting skills and providing employment in 
these areas are also important elements of a comprehensive strategy in addressing 
area based disadvantage. (Edwards & Bromfield, 2010, p.13) 

 

Improving community belonging by building and strengthening connections between families 

within communities could assist in mediating some of the effects of disadvantage on children’s 

development.  However, programs that are targeted to improve social connectedness need to 

be sustained over time, especially in highly disadvantaged areas, if the ‘boomerang effect‘, 

where previous problems recur once programs cease is to be avoided (Vinson, 2007). 

3.2.3 Impact of disadvantage at the school level. 

The opportunities and challenges children experience as they start school are linked to 

their earlier life opportunities and experiences.  The National Research Council (2000) 

acknowledges children’s early learning and its impact on future learning at school in stating 

that children: 

… come to formal education with a range of prior knowledge, skills, beliefs and 
concepts that significantly influence what they notice about their environment and 
how they organize and interpret it.  This, in turn, affects their abilities to remember, 
reason, solve problems and acquire new knowledge. (p. 10) 

 

The transition to school has been described as a challenging period for children (Edwards et al., 

2009), and a time of heightened vulnerability or risk (Dockett, Perry, et al., 2011), as they make 

connections between the different contexts, cultures and relationships of school and the 

previous contexts they have encountered such as the home and PTSS.  In addition, because of 

the many factors that can impact on educational transitions, they have also been described as 

times of opportunity for children “to continue to shape their identities and to extend their 
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existing knowledge, skills and understandings through interactions with adults, peers and 

family” (Educational Transitions and Change (ETC) Research Group, 2011). 

Schools are situated within the broader macrosystem of the culture, politics and social 

norms of society.  They reproduce the dominant views and culture of the societies in which 

they are situated (Bourdieu, 1998; Bourdieu & Passerson, 1990).  For children living in 

disadvantage, schools can be places that perpetuate marginalisation and stigmatisation (Mills, 

2005; Phillips, 2007).  However, schools are also uniquely positioned to make connections 

between children’s prior experiences and the classroom, providing a voice for, and 

acknowledgement of, children’s histories and cultural experiences.  “Teachers can choose to 

act as agents of transformation rather than reproduction” (Mills, 2005, p. 4), transforming 

schooling to open pathways and educational opportunities for all children.   

Despite the potential for children to experience difficulties in the transition to school, 

most make a successful transition to school that can set them up for continued learning, and 

later success in school and in life.  While children living in disadvantage may experience a 

number of risk factors associated with their circumstances, protective factors have been 

identified that can ameliorate the risk and provide support for the child in the transition to 

school.  Much of the research focus for these children is directed towards addressing potential 

difficulties associated with risk factors, including those associated with school failure.  “By 

definition, identified risk factors for difficult transition into school are variables that predict 

early school failure, and may be causally related to the onset or continuation of emotional, 

social and academic difficulties in school” (Huffman, Mehlinger, & Kerivan, 2000, p 5).  

Early school failure has been linked with several of the factors associated with 

disadvantage such as poor socio-emotional, behavioural and cognitive outcomes for children 
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influenced by the development of poor early attachment; a home environment that cannot 

provide an optimal context for the child’s early learning, growth, development, and 

consequently achievement; and the impact on the parental role of limited access to health, 

financial and social resources.  Parental education has also been recognised as a risk factor for 

early child development and school readiness (Burchinal, Roberts, Zeisel, Hennon, & Hooper, 

2006; Huffman et al., 2001; Karoly, Kilburn, & Cannon, 2005), with maternal high school 

education highlighted (Huffman et al., 2001).  At the time of transition to school it has been 

suggested that one way to overcome difficulties is to enhance and strengthen children’s ability 

to successfully navigate the school and classroom settings to promote early school 

achievement and continued school success (Sektnan et al., 2010).  Attention has focused on 

aspects of school readiness as a way to ensure all children make the best possible start to 

school with discussions centring on different aspects of readiness such as the child’s 

chronological age, stage of development, acquisition of particular skills, and relationships and 

interactions.   

3.2.3.1 School readiness. 

School readiness has often been viewed as “the state of child competencies at the time 

of school entry that are important for later success” (Snow, 2006, p. 9).  School readiness in 

these terms is discussed as a set of indicators at the individual child level.  Teacher and school 

accountability may be one reason for this focus on children’s academic outcomes from an early 

age (Wesley & Buysse, 2003).  While age remains a key criterion for school entry in many parts 

of the world, there is increasing focus on measures of children’s skills and their relationship to 

perceptions of children’s readiness for school.   
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Definitions and methods of assessment of school readiness remain ill-defined and vary 

considerably depending on contexts (DiBello & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2008; Emig, 2000; Wesley 

& Buysse, 2003).  Assessments are usually based on testing for particular skills, knowledge and 

competencies, and may be used in an effort to intervene and provide children with support 

programs which are often based in a behaviourist approach.  Tests differ depending on the 

intended purpose of the assessment, with different measures being used to identify learning 

difficulties, test children’s language strengths and weaknesses or assess academic 

achievement.  Assessing competencies for school readiness often involves testing pre-literacy 

and pre-numeracy skills.  One of the implications of such competency-based definitions is that 

some assessment methods rate children conservatively, deeming them ‘not ready’ for school 

while being of eligible age and having the capacities to progress in school (Garrett, 2001). 

Assessing children’s skills and competencies reflects a behaviourist view of school readiness, 

emphasising that children can be trained in the required skills and competencies to be ready 

for school.  

Snow (2006) has criticised skill based assessments for evaluating skills in isolation, 

rather than in naturalistic settings, and for the use of limited data to validate tests.  Snow also 

challenged the nature and use of the assessments as often being inappropriate.  For children 

living in disadvantage this can be particularly relevant when the contexts of early childhood 

may not have provided the resources and experiences necessary to develop the required skills 

or such skills may have become contextualised to particular situations and environments.  As 

children start school, cognitive skills are important to academic success and achievement, but 

non-cognitive skills such as motivation, perseverance and tenacity are also important for 

school success and later success in life (Carneiro, Crawford, & Goodman, 2007).  Assessing 
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readiness raises concerns when many of the social competencies required by children to do 

well in school are acquired in the school context (King & Boardman, 2006; Page, Nienhuys, 

Kapsalakis, & Morda, 2001)  

In line with greater emphasis on the role of social learning, Denham (2006) argues that 

school readiness assessment should focus on children’s social-emotional development and 

align with National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) guidelines for 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  Denham (2006) explains 

that: 

Assessment for school readiness, especially that focused on social–emotional 
development, should be integrated with curricula, beneficial to all parties, often 
based on ongoing teacher observation, primarily reliant on the child’s everyday 
activities, and pertinent to all learning and developmental domains.  (p. 58) 

 

School is a social enterprise, where children need to interact with classmates and teachers, and 

with unfamiliar children and adults.  The influence of social functioning on school success has 

been well documented (Brigman, Webb, & Campbell, 2007; Ladd, 1996; Perry & Weinstein, 

1998; Raver, 2002; Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2004; Wesley & Buysse, 2003).  More recently, 

research supports the role of self-regulation as impacting on children’s academic abilities and 

their adaptation and success in the school context (McClelland, Acock & Morrison, 2006; 

McClelland et al., 2007; von Suchodoletz, Trommsdorff, Heikamp, Wieber, & Gollwitzer, 2009), 

with self-regulation encompassing children’s abilities to control their emotions and behaviours, 

especially in stressful situations.  Behaviour regulation, that is regulation of attention, working 

memory and inhibitory control, has also been associated with children’s early academic 

achievement (McClelland et al., 2007; Wanless, McClelland, Tominey et al., 2011; Wanless, 

McClelland, Acock et al., 2011).  The experiences and social contexts that support children’s 

development of self-regulation, and in turn, impact on their success at school are reported to 
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be more familiar for children living in relatively advantaged, as opposed to disadvantaged 

communities (Sektnan et al., 2010; Walker & MacPhee, 2011).   

School readiness assessments targeting specific skills and competencies may deem 

children living in disadvantage as “lacking” or needing to catch up to their more advantaged 

peers when starting school by identifying academic, behavioural and/or emotional problems 

which can potentially stigmatise them in the school context (Blair, 2001; Duncan et al., 2007).  

Such assessments often assume some commonality in all children’s learning, social experiences 

and relationships, and their life circumstances.  However, assessments can, and often do, 

highlight children’s weaknesses and lead to a negative cycle developing in children’s early 

educational pathways (Grieshaber, 2009), which can continue to impact in later life, especially 

for children living in disadvantage: 

When children begin school without having developed certain foundational skills, 
the seeds of what can become an ever-widening achievement gap are sown.  For 
instance, children who are unable to get along with their peers and teachers may 
not be socially ready to learn.  This initial lack of readiness can initiate a cumulative 
cycle of failure that places the child in a position from which it becomes increasingly 
harder to ‘catch up’.  Young children who interact with peers and teachers in 
aggressive and disruptive ways are quickly rejected and this can reduce their 
opportunity to benefit from both social and academic learning experiences and 
increases the likelihood of school failure.  (Homel et al., 2006, p. 70) 

There is a place for assessments in tracking preventative and remedial programs, and in 

monitoring specific children’s development.  However, several methods used to assess school 

readiness are criticised for the “limited and incomplete picture” they provide of children’s 

competencies (Dockett & Perry, 2007c, p. 32).  Caution has been recommended when 

assessing cognitive competencies in isolation in order to predict children’s future success in the 

school context (Raver & Zigler, 2004), or as a sole determinant of school readiness or grade 

retention (Graue, 1992).  Children’s social competencies are inter-reliant on cognitive 
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competencies, especially at the time of transition to school (Henricsson & Rydell, 2006).  

Assessing competencies in isolation may underestimate children’s potential.   

Factors such as communication and language development, personality and 

temperament, and general knowledge have been shown to be important to school readiness 

(Edwards et al., 2009; Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006).  Poor outcomes in 

areas of early development, especially social, language, and cognitive development can impact 

on children as they make the transition to school (Downer & Pianta, 2006; Edwards et al., 

2009) because many of the activities and interactions in the school context rely on 

competencies in these areas.  The primary caregiver role is fundamental and influential in early 

language development, especially in the area of vocabulary, and has been linked with later 

reading and spelling achievement in school (Duncan et al., 2007).  Interventions that support 

and strengthen caregiver-child relationships encourage children’s language and cognitive 

development, especially for children living in disadvantage, and may impact on later school 

achievement (Day, 2007; Flores, Day, Richard, & Horace, 2007; Tamis-LeMonda, Cristofaro, 

Rodriguez, & Bornstein, 2006; Tamis-Lemonda & Rodriguez, 2008).  With growing awareness of 

the wide range of factors that influence educational outcomes, the concept of children’s school 

readiness has broadened beyond chronological age, and measures of cognitive or academic 

ability to include the “health, social, intellectual and developmental aspects of the child; family 

functioning, practices and status; local community influences; community services, programs 

and opportunities; and societal influences and supports” (Pivik, 2009, p. 4).   

Bio-ecological perspectives (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) of starting school 

emphasise the bi-directional influence of people and contexts.  This supports a focus on 
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children’s contexts (including home, school and community), as well as a focus on children 

themselves, in any assessment of readiness.  Meisels (1996) explains that school readiness:  

is a product of the interaction between children’s prior experiences, their genetic 
endowment, their maturational status, and the whole range of environmental and 
cultural experiences that they encounter.  (p. 409) 

 

Successful educational outcomes for children depend on characteristics and relationships of 

the family, in addition to those of other contexts such as the school and wider community 

(Smart, Sanson, Baxter, Edwards, & Hayes, 2008; Edwards et al., 2008).   

Schools are not all the same and differ in their provision of support and services for 

children and families.  Children also do not arrive at school having shared the same early 

learning and life experiences.  In other words, we should expect “heterogeneity in preparation, 

life experiences, and educational settings that children will have encountered by the time they 

enter school” (Meisels, 1998, p.22).  Schools that recognise the strengths and needs of their 

children and families, and strive to meet them, provide a context where families and children 

can feel comfortable and valued.  Families are then more likely to take advantage of 

opportunities, supports and services that are made available to them, both in the school 

context and in the wider community, without feeling isolated, stigmatised or marginalised. 

Parents and communities who are involved in their children’s education can have a 

positive influence on school achievement and success (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Janus, 2011).  

Schools can establish rapport and trust with parents by acknowledging and respecting what 

children and families bring to the school context and develop partnerships with parents in 

educating their children.  “Effective programs to engage families and community embrace a 

philosophy of partnership.  The responsibility for children’s educational development is a 

collaborative enterprise among parents, school staff and community members” (Henderson & 
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Mapp, 2002, p. 51).  Schools adopting this philosophy build pathways through these 

relationships for families and children to grow, develop and succeed within the school context, 

and in turn, for families to shape the school context.  This philosophy reflects the 

understanding that contextual influences of school can impact on children’s development, 

especially in the areas of social behaviours, skills and knowledge and can lead to later school 

success (King & Boardman, 2006).   

Providing families and children with support, and strengthening their connections 

within the communities in which they live and function, can create opportunities for them to 

develop and build the knowledge, social skills and behaviours needed to flourish in the school 

context.  This can especially be the case for families and children living in disadvantage.  It is 

also the “responsibility of schools to be ready for children: to offer them a supportive 

environment that enables them to blossom and learn effectively” (Arnold, Bartlett, Gowani, & 

Merali, 2007, p. 3).  Schools can learn about the individual strengths as well as needs of 

children and families in the transitional process and respond to them, even before children 

start school, through the relationships they develop and sustain, building partnerships with 

parents to produce better outcomes for children.  The school context can and should create 

pathways of opportunities for children to grow and develop, leading to continued success in 

school.  Some children may have home contexts that are not congruent with school contexts, 

possibly as an impact of disadvantage with the contexts in which they live and function not 

supportive of their health, development and learning.  Building relationships between school 

and home can open pathways for communication and understanding of the expectations, 

experiences and challenges faced in both home and school contexts for children and families 

living in disadvantage.   
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The ecological factors that affect school readiness have been identified on several 

levels: individual, family and community.  These factors include socioeconomic status; child 

health; family characteristics, such as family type, parental education and mental health; the 

home and community environment; and the child’s participation in a quality program before 

starting school (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2011).  These factors are also 

recognised in the multidimensional concept of disadvantage as risk factors and have been 

associated with poor social, economic and health outcomes for families and children living in 

disadvantage.  In recognising the many factors it must also be noted that these factors occur 

across many systems in an ecological model that can impact children’s growth and 

development. Schools, as one part of these systems are positioned to work in partnership with 

families to provide a context that can respond to the needs of families, possibly ameliorating 

some of the impact of disadvantage, and also strengthen support of the child at home and 

school. Through partnerships with families, opportunities for children to continue to grow and 

develop can be established, leading to success in the early years of school and continuing 

throughout their schooling and into later life. 
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4 Early Intervention Programs 

A key aim of early intervention is the improvement of children’s life chances by 

reducing adverse outcomes.  Early intervention programs in the first three years of a child’s life 

have been demonstrated to be effective in promoting early development, establishing lifelong 

learning, and improving behaviour and health outcomes (Blewett, 2008; Elliot, 2006; Feldman, 

2004; Fish, 2003; Guralnick, 2004) and preparing children for the challenges and opportunities 

school provides (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001; Shonkoff &  Phillips,  2000).  Early 

intervention programs constitute one form of early intervention that has the potential to 

improve educational opportunities for children living in disadvantage.   

4.1 Preschool Programs and their Impact on Transition to School.  

Two important studies that have focused on the provision and effectiveness of quality 

early childhood programs in supporting the development and learning of children living in 

disadvantage are the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Study in the United 

Kingdom (Sylva et al., 2004) and the High/Scope Perry Preschool Program in the United States 

(Weikart, Epstein, Schweinhart, & Bond, 1978). 

The EPPE project is a major early childhood longitudinal study which employed a mixed 

method design to investigate the effects of preschool education and care on child development 

for children aged 3 to 7 years (Sylva et al., 2004).  The EPPE project focused on the strengths of 

families and highlighted parental strategies and activities that contributed to the quality of the 

home learning environment.  The nature of the home context determines children’s early 

learning and development through family interactions, relationships and capacities to provide 

for children’s health, welfare and education (Bradley et al., 2001; Connell, & Prinz, 2002; 

Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Edwards et al., 2009; Heckman, 2006).  It was reported on the 
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EPPE project that the home learning environment, independent of socioeconomic status and 

maternal education, had a significant influence on cognitive progress throughout the preschool 

years, and on child academic achievement at age 3 years and again at the start of primary 

school (Sylva et al., 2004).  Parental activities identified as having a positive influence on 

children’s attainment and cognitive progress included reading to the child, teaching the child 

songs and nursery rhymes, playing with letters and numbers, teaching and emphasising the 

alphabet, going to the library, and painting and drawing activities.  The EPPE project 

emphasised the benefits of programs that encouraged parents living in disadvantage to be 

actively involved in joint activities with their children and highlighted the role of establishing 

secure and supportive parent-child relationships in children’s overall development and learning 

dispositions.  Establishing learning routines in safe and secure relationships in the home 

environment assisted EPPE children to develop dispositions for learning that were fundamental 

to success in the school context.  In addition, where the home learning environment was not 

optimal, for example due to insecure maternal attachment, children’s attendance at a quality 

preschool was reported to improve the cognitive and language development of children living 

in disadvantage (Spieker, Nelson, Petras, Jolley, & Barnard, 2003).  This result indicates that 

pathways established in the early years can be altered by appropriate supportive interventions.   

The Highscope/Perry Preschool Study assessed a high quality preschool program 

implemented for children of African-American families at high risk of school failure 

(Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993).  Children were randomly assigned to the intervention 

group, or the comparison group who received no preschool program.  The preschool program 

was based on a participatory learning approach and was implemented when the children were 

aged three and four years.  Benefits were noted in areas of education, employment, crime 
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prevention, family relationships and health (Schweinhart et al., 2005).  Intervention children 

showed a better attitude to school and completed a higher level of schooling than the non-

program group.  Intervention children also gained employment in better paid positions, and 

showed more stable living arrangements and less use of social services.  In addition, 

intervention group members had lower incidences of arrests, involvement in violent crimes, 

and property and drug related felonies.  The results of the study showed that the effects of 

high quality preschool programs contribute to individual’s social and intellectual development, 

their school success and success in other areas of life. 

  As an intervention program Highscope/Perry Preschool Program successfully 

produced positive educational outcomes for children which were shown to last into adulthood.  

The EPPE study found warm interactions with adults and a home learning environment that 

supported the development of early literacy and numeracy related to better social and 

intellectual development of children.  In addition, attendance at a good quality preschool 

added to these benefits for children living in disadvantage. 

4.2 Risk and Resilience Model 

A risk and resilience model is often employed to identify risk factors in the lives of 

families and children, and to intervene to provide some form of protection, including the 

promotion of resilience, to ameliorate or overcome the adverse effects of risk factors (Doll & 

Lyon, 1998; Kia-Keating, Dowdy, Morgan, & Noam, 2011: Valdez, Mills, Barrueco, Leis, & Riley, 

2011).  Health, education and service delivery organisations have used a risk and resilience 

model to provide support for families living in disadvantage (Schoon & Bynner, 2003; Yoo, Slack 

& Holl, 2010).  In such a model, a child is considered to be ‘at risk’ if factors exist that may 

impact on their health and developmental outcomes.  Risk factors have a cumulative effect; 
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consequently one risk factor is less detrimental than the combined effects of several risk 

factors to a young child’s development (Burchinal, Roberts, Hooper, & Zeisel, 2000; Sanson, 

Oberklaid, Pedlow, & Prior, 1991).  Children living in disadvantaged circumstances are deemed 

to be vulnerable as they may experience several risk factors impacting on their lives and are 

“unable or unlikely to be able to reach their full health, development, or personal wellbeing 

potential due to adverse experiences and insufficient support to overcome these experiences” 

(Department of Health and Human Services Tasmania, 2006, p. 2). 

In using a risk and resilience model of intervention, the identification of risk is only one 

part of the process; there is also the need to identify and support the development of 

protective factors, which encourage resilience in children and families.  Resilience is described 

as the process through which positive outcomes are achieved in the context of adversity 

(Masten, 2001).  Despite the presence of multiple risk factors, some children, and their 

families, display resilience, surmounting the existence of co-occurring risk factors in their lives 

to achieve both academically and personally (Foley et al., 1999).  Resilience in children is 

thought to occur because “different children experience the same environment differently” 

(Van Der Veer, 1986, p. 529).  Resilience is referred to by Linquanti (1992) as: 

That quality in children who, though exposed to significant stress and adversity in 
their lives, do not succumb to the school failure, substance abuse, mental health, 
and juvenile delinquency problems they are at greater risk of  experiencing.  (p. 9) 

 

The existence of protective factors such as the child’s easy-going temperament combined with 

supportive family and community characteristics can decrease the likelihood of adverse 

outcomes for families living in disadvantage (Foley et al., 1999).  Yet such families are often 

unable to break out of disadvantage because “poverty reduces the likelihood that protective 

factors will be present” (Department of Health and Human Services Tasmania, 2006, p. 14).   
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Resilience can be supported and developed through preventative approaches that 

generate protective factors on three levels for families and children: the individual level, the 

relationship level and the level of social networks (Niesel & Griebel, 2005).  On the individual 

level, families and children can be supported to develop social competencies for problem 

solving, conflict resolution and relationship development.  In combination with positive self-

esteem, social competencies can influence children’s success at school and their relationships 

with those in the school context as they interact with children and adults (Denham, 2006; Ladd, 

Herald & Kochel, 2006). At the individual level, children’s disposition and intrinsic motivation to 

become ‘optimisers’, by being “motivated to aim for the optimum: to strive for high standards 

and pursue excellent aims in life… is a necessary aspect of becoming a flourishing person” 

(Ruyter, 2012, p. 28) and contributes to children’s growth, development and success in the 

school context. 

On the relationship level, children need at least one key person with whom they share 

a secure attachment and who is responsive to their needs (Niesel & Griebel, 2005).  Such 

relationships are recognised as a protective factor for all children, but particularly for those 

living in disadvantage (Cyr, Euser, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van Ijzendoorn, 2010; Formoso, 

Gonzales, & Aiken, 2000; Rutter, 1985, 1987).  High quality teacher-child relationships can be a 

source of secure attachment for children (O’Connor & McCartney, 2007).  On the level of the 

social network, protective factors include the role of educational institutions and community 

resources (Niesel & Griebel, 2005) in providing medical support, advisory services and 

community social networking (Aisenberg & Herrenkohl, 2008). 

The development of children living in disadvantage “can be altered in early childhood 

by effective interventions that change the balance between risk and protection” (Shonkoff & 
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Phillips, 2000, p. 4).  While it is thought children, and their families, cannot develop resilient 

behaviours without adequate support and access to resources in the social systems in which 

they live and function (Niesel & Griebel, 2005), it has been documented that children can 

develop resiliency and continue to do well despite their circumstances (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 

2011). 

Establishing a base for effective learning and alleviating the effects of disadvantage for 

all children needs to begin from birth, and possibly even earlier, with the provision of 

“adequate health, nutrition, care and stimulation” (Matsuura, 2006, p. i).  The United Nations 

(UNICEF, 2007) reflects this philosophy in stating:       

The true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it attends to its children – their 
health and safety, their material security, their education and socialization, and 
their sense of being loved, valued, and included in the families and societies into 
which they are born.  (p. 1) 

 

Interventions have been shown to offset identified risks, and in some cases provide some 

protection for families living in disadvantage.  For example, prenatal care and support provided 

through intervention programs for pregnant women living in disadvantage were successful in a 

reduction in infant mortality rates (Hong & Ruiz-Beltran, 2007; Howell, 2008; Olds, 2006). 

While a risk and resilience model can provide a useful framework for promoting the 

optimal development of young children and their families, there are limitations associated with 

this model. These can include approaches that adopt a ‘one size fits all’ method of intervention 

delivery for children and families, that fail to account for contextual and relationship factors 

(France, Freiberg, & Homel, 2010), such as the resources and strengths within families and 

community contexts.  The risk and resilience model may also promote a deficit or negative 

view of families living in disadvantage (Lott, 2002).  Additionally, parental problems in a risk 
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model are often seen as the basis for children’s risk, where children are seen as victims rather 

than as having agency in their lives and the lives of their families (Gladstone, Boydell, & 

McKeever, 2006).  In some applications of the model, considering children as ‘at risk’ 

disregards the impact they have on the parent-child relationship and the home context.  A 

deficit perspective can also add to parental feelings of despair and inadequacy.  In one 

longitudinal study, parents living in poverty expressed feelings of failure through being unable 

to provide sufficient income for their family’s needs, thereby associating low income with poor 

parenting (Russell, Harris, & Gockel, 2008).  The parents’ feelings of inadequacy were further 

fed by frustration, depression and despair with their situation, impairing their parenting role 

further and increasing self-doubt about their capacity to parent (Russell et al., 2008).  As 

awareness of the negative implications of assessing families and children using a risk and 

resilience model has developed, the need for intervention models that recognise the resources 

and strengths families bring to a situation, and focus on developing and utilising these 

strengths to build capacity has been established. 

4.3 A Strengths-based Approach 

Often families are assessed for interventions in terms of their deficits and inadequacies 

rather than using a strengths perspective that recognises the skills and gifts of families along 

with the resources and connections in families and communities (Cowger, Anderson, & Snively, 

2006).  A strengths-based approach to intervention identifies and builds on the strengths, 

resources and competencies within families and communities to develop skills, strengthen 

relationships and empower parents, children and communities while recognising that families 

have individual requirements which change depending on family situations, such as 
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employment or sickness (Attree, 2005; Feeley & Gottlieb, 2000; Gleason, 2007; Sheely-Moore 

& Bratton, 2010). 

Two aims of strength based interventions are to determine the skills, strengths and 

resources families bring to the program, and to determine what types of services and supports 

programs can offer families within the communities in which they live (Bradley, Chazan-Cohen, 

& Raikes, 2009). Intervention programs can then be designed with the aim of empowering 

families and children, recognising and utilising family capacities and resources, and 

encouraging greater autonomy as the family recognises and manages a range of opportunities 

and challenges.  Families take an active role in decision making processes and develop ways to 

address difficulties with initial assistance from service and support providers, and continuing 

support when families feel it is needed.  In strengths-based approaches, service and support 

providers work in partnership with families to identify family strengths, rather than focusing 

solely on risk factors.  Families utilise their capacities and strengths to build and sustain 

supportive family and community relationships.  These relationships help to provide supportive 

networks which assist families to find solutions to difficulties or cope with problems, 

strengthening families and enabling them to plan and set goals for their future.   

A strengths-based approach integrates several concepts “related to resilience, 

empowerment, hope, healing, and meaning construction” (Gleason, 2007, p. 52).  Through the 

development and interweaving of these concepts, the likelihood of adverse outcomes for 

families living in disadvantage can be decreased by building supportive family and community 

characteristics and contexts (Foley et al., 1999).  In a strengths-based approach, resilience is 

seen as successful adaptation, combined with a more positive response to stress and an ability 

to use positive features within the environment (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1999).  The 
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characteristics of the individual, family and environment work to assist children to thrive 

despite the presence of risk factors (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Fraser & Galinsky, 2004; 

Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 2004; Wang et al., 1999).  Factors that exist within the child, family 

and community are considered when planning and implementing strengths-based 

interventions in partnership with families.   

Several intervention programs, implemented using strengths-based approaches, have 

shown promising results for families and children living in disadvantage.  The Head Start 

program, implemented in the United States, used a strengths-based approach incorporating 

home visiting to enhance “the cognitive, socioemotional, health, and nutritional status of 

children being reared in poverty with the hope of increasing school readiness and lifelong 

adaptive functioning” (Bradley et al., 2009).  The establishment of warm, responsive 

attachments with parents was shown to be compensatory in assisting children to countermand 

the consequences of living in disadvantage (Bradley et al., 1989; Bradley et al., 1994; Landry, 

Smith, & Swank, 2006; Roggerman, Boyce, & Cook, 2009; Van Zeijl et al., 2006).  However, 

while benefits in Head Start programs were shown for children living in disadvantage, 

particularly in the long term, the impacts were modest and inconsistent across participants 

(Bradley et al., 2009).  Reasons suggested for the “uneven impact” of Head Start related to the 

characteristics of individual children and their influence on program experiences, differences in 

children’s experiences in the home and community, variations in family circumstances and the 

nature of program models used in different regions (Bowman et al., 2001; Ceci & Papierno, 

2005; Wachs, 2000). 

When designing and implementing interventions for families and children, service 

providers need to account for the individual characteristics of children, families, and the local 
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and wider communities they wish to support, and provide a match between these and what 

children and families bring to programs if they are to be effective (Bradley et al., 2009). 

Strength-based intervention programs recognise family strengths and resources. Yet they also 

recognise there are many areas of family functioning that may not be supported by the 

intervention.  Programs need to be clear on what they offer families, what they expect of 

families and the usefulness of the intervention in assisting families in their present 

circumstances (Bradley et al., 2009). 

4.3.1 A Developmental Systems Model. 

A number of early intervention services have used a different approach that 

incorporates child and family characteristics in interventions which is based in the 

Developmental Systems Model (DSM).  The DSM employs a developmental framework to 

assess the stressors in families, due to biological and environmental risks of children, and 

responds to these stressors at the community level, through the early intervention system 

(Guralnick, 2001, 2011).  The DSM of early intervention, adopting an ecological perspective to 

intervention, operates at three levels: recognising the level of the child’s social and cognitive 

competence; the level of family patterns of interaction and the child’s influence on those 

interactions; and the level of family resources that are available to support family patterns of 

interaction (Guralnick, 2001, 2011).  The interaction of these three levels plays a major part in 

influencing child development through family patterns of interaction as families manage 

stressors in their everyday lives.  In the DSM three types of family interactions influence child 

developmental outcomes: the quality of parent-child interactions including responsiveness and 

reciprocity; family orchestrated child experiences’ such as the provision of educational toys 

and establishing a social network of family, friends and peers for the child; and provisioning for 



61 

 

children’s health and safety’ including the child’s health and nutrition, and protection from 

harm (Guralnick, 2001; 2011). 

Integration and inclusion is fundamental at every level of the DSM.  Integration must 

occur in assessment, planning and implementation of interventions, ensuring that family 

stressors and risk factors are recognised, family resources are identified and promoted, and 

services are co-ordinated and appropriate to address the needs of the families involved.  

Within the DSM, inclusion ensures that supports are acceptable and appropriate for the 

families involved and are delivered in ways that maximise the participation of children and 

families in community activities (Guralnick, 2001, 2011).  The focus in the DSM is on the role of 

families in child development and the best way to support families in that role within the 

communities in which they live.  The DSM recognises the integral role of communities in 

supporting children’s development.  Communities provide supports for families through 

relationships that develop with the family (Edwards, 2005; Edwards & Bromfield, 2009; 

Harding, 2003; Levanthal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

The Pathways to Prevention project was an intervention which employed a DSM in an 

Australian community living in disadvantage.  The project began in 2001 with an aim of 

preventing anti-social behaviour in a group of four- to six-year-old children during their 

transition to school.  After a series of planned interventions involving families, schools, and the 

community, improvements were noted in children’s behaviour (Homel et al., 2006).  The DSM, 

within the Pathways to Prevention project, acknowledged the socio-cultural characteristics of 

families and children, as well as the broader social processes that effectively shaped their life 

course, allowing a broader view in intervention planning and delivery (France et al., 2010).  

“What then becomes central to prevention policy and practice is the focus on changing 
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institutional systems, opening up societal access routes and prioritising relationships, 

connections and transactions” (France et al., 2010, p. 1207).  In the Pathways to Prevention 

program service provision moved away from the segregated and separate implementation of 

services towards a more integrated community service delivery, which aimed to work 

effectively on behalf of families and children living in disadvantage (France et al., 2010).   

DSM and strengths-based approaches to intervention have similarities.  Both 

approaches recognise the importance of family interactions and the central role of parents and 

families in child development.  The identification and utilisation of family resources is 

recognised in both approaches as a foundation for providing support.  In addition, both 

approaches acknowledge that individual children, families and their wider social networks have 

diverse characteristics that can support or create additional stressors for families.  The 

differences in the two approaches lie in the perspective taken to assess family situations and 

when implementing an intervention.  DSM focuses on the identification of insufficiencies in 

family resources, and deficits, difficulties and needs in patterns of family interactions that 

impact on child development (Guralnick, 2011).  DSM recognises child biological risk or child 

disabilities and non-optimal family characteristics as sources of stressors that impact on the 

parenting role and optimal patterns of family interactions (Guralnick, 2011).  Interventions are 

implemented to reduce stressors directly in order to promote improved interactions and 

optimal child development for families living in disadvantage.   

In contrast, strengths-based approaches focus on working in partnership with families 

to identify and utilise strengths, competencies, and resources of families, while recognising 

that risks factors and difficulties exist (Gleason, 2007).  The aim in using a strengths-based 

approach is to empower families to recognise what is working well in their lives and what 
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factors and people support this situation (Gleason, 2007).  Families are supported to plan ways 

to utilise their resources and strengths, to solve problems and find ways to manage difficulties.  

A strengths-based approach aims to build capacity and strengthen relationships within families 

while establishing and strengthening links and relationships between families, local 

communities and the wider community with a focus on building social connectedness for and 

among families and children. 

Families and children living in disadvantage have been shown to be at increased risk of 

poor developmental, health, social and economic outcomes (Homel et al., 2006; Smart et al., 

2008).  A positive parenting style, along with the parents’ education and support for 

educational interactions in the family context, early education and care, and community 

characteristics are all indicated as protective factors against the impact of disadvantage.  

Interventions based on the risk and resilience model provide support to families and children, 

but they often engage a deficit view of families and children by focusing on risks and failing to 

identify the individual needs and strengths of families.  Applying a one-size-fits-all approach to 

intervention, rather than an ecological approach, may miss opportunities to acknowledge and 

build on the strengths and capacities family members and communities can bring to a 

situation.  “Help is too often accompanied by beliefs in the dysfunctionality of poor families 

and the discounting of strengths, skills, and wisdom” (Lott, 2002, p. 108). 

Addressing the needs of individual families involves recognising the strengths, skills 

and resources within these families and connecting families with community resources that 

build supportive parenting practices and social connectedness and positively impact on the 

parenting role.  Families living in disadvantage may feel marginalised or become isolated from 

supports and services, especially where deficit models are employed.  The diversity of and 
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within families, can influence involvement and responses to interventions and supports.  

Interventions can work to address what it is individual families need and want, and provide 

supports in ways that respect the lives, purposes and the situations of families. 

4.3.2 DSM and transition to school.   

One positive aspect of using DSM is the specific focus on transition planning (Guralnick, 

2001).  During the life course, families and children experience many transitions.  For example, 

an initial transition takes place from hospital to home, with later transitions as children move 

from home to school and then school to work.  Transitions may also include other aspects of 

life such as moving house, changing employment or coping with a death in the family.  Families 

can experience concurrent transitions, such as moving house and starting a child at school, and 

may require additional support during these times.  In addition, transitions include changes in 

identity, role and status, for example, as a couple have a child and become parents. 

The transition to school may present additional challenges for all families and children.  

During times of transition, family routines can be disrupted and parents may experience 

additional stress and anxiety (Dockett, Perry et al., 2011) related to adjusting to the new roles 

and responsibilities that transition can bring.  Effective interventions for children and families 

at this time utilise family, as well as community, strengths and build confidence, resilience, and 

social connectedness within families, and communities (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei, & 

Williamson,2004; Peterson & Hughey, 2004). 

4.4 Home Visiting Programs 

Home visiting programs (HVP) are broad strengths-based interventions that aim to 

foster positive parenting skills, interactions, behaviours and attitudes by providing families, 

particularly mothers, with enhanced knowledge about child growth, development and health 
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(Armstrong, Fraser, Dadds, & Morris, 2000; Kendrick et al., 2000; Olds, et al., 1999).  HVP 

involve regular and frequent home visits, made to the family home by a nurse, welfare worker 

or trained community volunteer. Home visiting differ in their implementations and may range 

from weeks or months to a more sustained model over years. HVP are family focused early 

interventions, often designed to support first time mothers living in disadvantage. 

Implementation usually begins during pregnancy, or in the early stages of motherhood 

(Vimpani, 1998).  HVP aim to support and strengthen connections within families, particularly 

through the parenting role, by linking families to the communities in which they live, and 

providing other forms of assistance (Family Strengthening Policy Center, 2007).  HVP are 

designed to improve a range of outcomes, such as maternal and child health, and promote 

positive parenting practices, safe home environments, and access to other services (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2011). 

HVP for families living in disadvantage have been shown to promote closer mother-

child interactions and improve attachment relationships (Armstrong et al., 2000; Armstrong & 

Morris, 2000; Cicchetti, Rogosch, & Toth, 2006; Hoffman, Marvin, Cooper, & Powell, 2006).  

This has implications for later relationship development (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011; Feeney & Van 

Vleet, 2010) as well as linguistic and cognitive competence (Love et al., 2005; Ramey, Yeates, & 

Short, 1984). 

HVP have also been used in conjunction with other intervention services to improve 

child outcomes directly, for instance by incorporating early learning programs to specifically 

target children’s cognitive development (Gomby, 2005).  Research indicates the social, health 

and economic benefits of investing in HVP for families and children living in disadvantage.  The 

findings from studies, both internationally and in Australia, assessing the impact of HVP on 
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maternal and child outcomes for families and children living in disadvantage however have 

varied (Aslam & Kamp, 2005).  Attention has focused on program design and implementation 

to identify factors that provide consistency in program models and implementation, and assist 

in improving intervention outcomes.  Recent controlled trials conducted in Australia reflect 

results obtained in overseas research.  However, initial Australian trials have not provided long 

term data on home visiting.   

4.4.1 Results of home visiting programs.  

The benefits of HVP have been reported widely (Center for the Future of Children, 

1993; van Doesum, Riksen-Walraven, Hosman, & Hoefnagels, 2008).  However, differences 

exist within and between HVP, making comparisons difficult (Kendrick et al., 2000).  

Assessments of overseas HVP have reported positive results for both maternal and child 

outcomes for families living in disadvantage.  However, studies have not consistently reported 

the same findings in diverse contexts with different populations.  Results of programs have 

varied between studies, even when the same program model has been implemented in 

different contexts (Gomby, Culross, & Behrman, 1999).  For example, Olds and Kitzman (1993) 

in the Elmira project, using a Nurse Family Partnership model, reported that young teenage 

mothers and smokers who were home visited had a reduction in preterm births and babies 

with increased weight at birth.  These results were not replicated when the same program was 

implemented in Memphis, possibly due to “differences between the populations studied, 

community contexts, or a higher rate of turnover among home visitors in Memphis than in 

Elmira” (Olds et al., 1999, p. 44). 

Caution is needed when assessing, implementing and comparing HVP because 

differences exist in program models, contexts of implementation and results (Gomby et al., 
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1999; Gomby, 2005).  It has also been suggested that further development and evaluation of 

HVP could potentially strengthen programs by addressing program fidelity and implementation 

issues, and by considering the role of context, home visitor characteristics, and family 

engagement in successful outcomes for participating children and families (Azzi-Lessing, 2011). 

Olds and colleagues have conducted several studies exploring the outcomes and long 

term benefits of the Nurse-Family Partnership model of home visiting in the United States.  

Findings from the first randomised controlled trial, the Elmira Prenatal/ Early Infant Project 

(Olds, Eckenrode, Henderson, Kitzman, & Powers, 1997) targeted to primarily white, low 

income, unmarried and adolescent mothers, reported a reduction in child abuse reports, 

improved maternal health behaviours and increased social support in the intervention families.  

Follow-up studies, when children were 4, 6, 9 and 15 years of age, reported significant positive 

impacts of nurse HVP on behavioural and developmental outcomes (Olds et al., 1998; Olds, 

Kitzman, et al., 2004; Olds et al., 2007; Olds, Robinson et al., 2004). 

In the follow-up study of children at 6 years of age, four years after the HVP ended, 

Olds, Kitzman, et al. (2004) assessed children at the end of the first year of Kindergarten to 

determine the impact of home visiting on children’s academic and behavioural adjustment.  

They determined positive results from the intervention, based on children’s results on 

standardised tests in reading and mathematics.  Subsequent trials in Memphis and Denver 

targeted primarily black and Hispanic families respectively, identified as families with 

concurrent risk factors.  Results in both studies included improvement in both maternal and 

child outcomes.  Improved maternal outcomes were reflected in the maternal life course 

where intervention mothers experienced fewer subsequent pregnancies with greater intervals 

between them, increased engagement in maternal employment, and a reduction in assistance 
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required from welfare (Olds et al., 2007).  Child outcomes included intervention parents 

demonstrating better care of the child, as reflected in fewer emergency visits; and children of 

intervention mothers exhibiting improved behavioural, emotional and language development 

and better academic achievement than children of comparison mothers (Olds et al., 2007).  

Studies where HVP used trained nurses, such as the Denver trial, showed more positive results 

than those using paraprofessionals or volunteers to implement the intervention (Korfmacher, 

O’Brien, Hiatt, & Olds, 1999; Olds et al., 2002; Olds et al, 2007).  Overall, HVP had the greatest 

impact on the most disadvantaged families, with variations in maternal and child outcomes 

dependent on differences in program implementation, populations and contexts. 

In other studies, Elkan et al. (2000) assessed the effectiveness of HVP in a systematic 

review of British and international studies and noted improvements in parental care, the 

quality of the home environment and maternal health for families receiving the intervention.  

In another systematic review and meta-analysis, Kendrick et al. (2000) reported on results of 

predominantly British HVP and noted improvement in the quality of the home environment 

using the scores for the Home Observation for Measure of the Environment (HOME).  In 

addition, improved parenting was noted using other measures to assess parent-child 

interactions, parent attitudes to discipline and parental expectations of children’s 

development, for example, in terms of child behaviour and the learning environment.  Kendrick 

et al. (2000) indicated that the intervention effects on the HOME scores appeared to fade after 

a period of two or more years.  Explanations for this fade-out included the concurrence with 

other changes in the home environment, such as maternal return to work and/or the child’s 

attendance in outside-of-home care, although further investigations were made for these 

effects.  The time of transition to school is a period when changes occur in the home context, 
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with some mothers returning to paid employment while children change their routines to 

attend school.  These changes can have implications for the impact of the HVP at this time.   

HVP can also influence children’s development and growth directly by strengthening 

parent-child relationships (Elkan et al., 2000; Olds et al., 2002) and improving the home 

learning environment (Kendrick et al., 2000), as well as indirectly by influencing health and 

nutrition, supporting parents in their parenting role and assisting in the reduction of parental 

stress attributable to social, economic and health factors (Duggan et al, 1999, 2000; Ciliska et 

al., 2001; Sweet and Applebaum, 2004).  Sustained nurse HVP are delivered over long periods, 

usually for months or years, with efforts made to ensure families have the same nurse visitor 

throughout that period.  Sustained HVP have been shown to support the parental caregiving 

role and assist the development of warm and responsive caregiving and secure attachment 

(Ammaniti et al., 2006; Byrne & Kemp, 2009; Olds, Robinson et al., 2004; van Doesum, Riksen-

Walraven, Hosman, & Hoefnagels, 2008).  “Infant attachment is critical, both because of its 

place in initiating pathways of development and because of its connection with so many critical 

developmental functions … Attachment experiences remain … vital in the formation of the 

person” (Sroufe, 2005, p. 365). 

HVP support attachment and sensitive parent-child interactions, indicated as assisting 

children to develop prosocial behaviours, that can help to build positive relationships with 

peers and teachers in the school context (Kersten-Alvarez, Hosman, Riksen-Walraven, Van 

Doesum, & Hoefnagels, 2010; Lyons-Ruth, & Easterbrooks, 2006).  Teacher-child relationships 

have been shown to be comparable to parent-child relationships in terms of function and 

properties (Howes, 2000; Pianta, 1999).  Children who have experienced secure attachment to 

their primary caregivers are likely to do well academically (Moss & St Laurent, 2001) and to 
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establish positive relationships with teachers and peers in the school context.  Quality in the 

teacher-child relationship has been shown to impact on classroom climate making it more 

positive, and encouraging children’s engagement and co-operation in activities (Howes, et al., 

2008; Pianta, La Paro, Payne, Cox, & Bradley, 2002). 

However, attachment orientation may not remain stable throughout the life course. 

Environmental influences, both positive and negative, can underpin changes in attachment 

orientation (Aikins, Howes, & Hamilton, 2009; Spieker et al., 2003).  High quality relationships 

with teachers have been shown to buffer the effects of poor maternal or other primary 

attachments (O’Connor & McCartney, 2007).  “Changing circumstances and new opportunities 

apparently may alter the individual’s attachment representation” (Sroufe, Coffino, & Carlson, 

2010, p. 45).  For children living in disadvantage the teacher-child relationship and the learning 

context of school offer opportunities for learning and development that can ameliorate some 

of the negative effects of non-secure maternal attachment and a home context that it not 

conducive to optimal early learning. 

4.4.2 Home visiting programs in Australian contexts. 

Consistent with overseas studies, Australian studies have reported the benefits of HVP.  

Two Australian trials of home visiting addressing the short term outcomes for children and 

parents in the first post natal year have been published (Armstrong et al., 2000; Quinlivan, Box, 

& Evans, 2003).  In a study targeting ‘at risk’ mothers in Brisbane, Armstrong et al. (1999, 2000) 

reported that home visiting promoted secure maternal attachment and helped to prevent 

maternal mood disorder in the intervention group.  In addition, results showed that children in 

the intervention group had a higher rate of immunisation and experienced fewer childhood 
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injuries than their counterparts in the comparison group, while their parents engaged in less 

smoking in and around the home (Armstrong et al., 1999, 2000). 

In another Australian study of teenage mothers, Quinlivan et al. (2003) reported a 

reduction in adverse neonatal events and improved contraceptive knowledge among 

participants of the HVP. Both Australian studies assessed only the short term outcomes of the 

HVP, giving no indication if initial gains were sustained.  This highlighted a need for long term 

follow-up studies of home visiting trials in Australia to determine if gains of such interventions 

are sustained for families and children (Barlow et al., 2007), for example, as they make the 

transition to school. 

Early intervention programs are costly and labour intensive, so it is vital that long-term 

effects of interventions are assessed to provide an informed foundation for effective 

investment in early childhood programs.  Indications from studies by Olds and colleagues in 

America are that long term impacts of nurse HVP are evident in both children’s development 

and mother’s life course (Olds, Kitzman et al., 2004).  The underpinnings of improved maternal 

life course derive from understandings that mothers who have fewer pregnancies, longer 

intervals between children and better nutrition experience better physical and mental health 

(Olds, 2006,2007).  Mothers in good mental and physical health are positioned to interact more 

positively and warmly with their children, leading to optimal physical and mental outcomes for 

children, particularly in areas of health, nutrition, development and early secure attachment 

(Olds, 2006).  Mothers with good mental and physical health are also positioned to engage in 

employment and education, leading to improved financial outcomes for families and children 

(Olds, 2006). 
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4.4.3 Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY). 

Subsequent to positive findings from controlled trials, both in Australia and overseas, 

several government initiatives have utilised HVP to target families identified as potentially ‘at 

risk’.  In Australia, the Federal government, as part of their Stronger Families and Communities 

Strategy, supported the Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY).  The 

HIPPY program incorporated a structured home visiting component to support parents as 

children’s first educators.  The underlying belief of the HIPPY program focused on the critical 

role parents have in educating their children.  HIPPY originated in Israel in 1960s to assist 

children from immigrant families who were at a disadvantage when starting school, mainly due 

to their parent’s lack of income and educational opportunities (Dean & Leung, 2010).  The 

program was introduced in Melbourne, Australia by the Brotherhood of St Laurence in 1998, 

specifically targeting disadvantaged migrant and refugee families (Dean & Leung, 2010). 

In the HIPPY program, paraprofessionals from the local community are trained as 

home tutors to educate parents about strategies that engage their preschool child in brief, 

clearly planned activities over a one to two year period.  The aim of the program is to assist 

parents to develop their children’s learning capacities and confidence (Dean & Leung, 2010).  

Continued and follow-up instruction were provided biweekly in the home and then in a parent 

group session in alternate weeks to provide “intensive, extended contact with parents” as “an 

essential component in facilitating long-term development in these families” (Stanley, 2007, p. 

10).  Positive results for parents from the HIPPY program included enhanced parent-child 

relationships and improved parenting confidence.  Parents also benefited if they were 

experiencing low levels of social connectedness as the program supported the development 

and building of parent-community relationships.  The program benefited children by improving 
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their confidence and enjoyment of learning, their capacities for learning, and outcomes for 

child development, especially in areas of social-emotional development. 

In another study using a quasi-experimental design Gilley (2002) assessed the HIPPY 

program in an inner city community of Fitzroy in Melbourne.  This study found significant group 

effects for children’s learning and self-confidence especially for children who completed two 

years on the program rather than only one (Gilley, 2004).  Retention rates were low, with 50% 

of families not completing the two-year program, mainly because children started school in the 

second year.  Parents participating on the program showed improved parent-child 

relationships and engagement in their child’s education, including some parents having better 

communication with the school, greater understandings and expectations of the Australian 

school system, and increased parental involvement in the child’s learning (Gilley, 2004).   

The program was also implemented in a disadvantaged community in Geelong with 

beneficial parent and child outcomes reported.  Child outcomes included “increased self-

esteem and enjoyment in learning and confidence in the academic learning situation itself” 

(Dean & Leung, 2010, p. 16).  Parental benefits concurred with earlier findings in the inner city 

community, with parents reporting improved parent-child relationships, greater parental 

understanding of child development and better ability to communicate with the child’s school 

(Dean & Leung, 2010).  Other studies evaluating the Geelong implementation showed parents’ 

perceptions of the program as a “flexible, adaptable, supportive and enjoyable program” which 

they perceived “as improving their children’s learning readiness, in the context of improved 

parent-child bonding and communication” (Dean & Leung, 2010, p. 17).   

In 2009, the Australian Government allocated additional federal funding of $32.5m to 

support the implementation of HIPPY to target disadvantaged communities in other areas of 
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Australia.  Preliminary findings have shown positive benefits of the programs consistent with 

previous results from Fitzroy and Geelong, including improved learning capacities and 

behaviours, children’s social-emotional adjustment, and parent reported closeness in parent-

child relationships (Barnett, 2010).  The HIPPY program supported family connections by 

providing parents with skills to understand expectations and communicate with the child’s 

school.  One of the main reasons for the success of the HIPPY programs was the development 

of community and interpersonal relationships (Dean & Leung, 2010), the basis of social 

connectedness within families and communities which has been indicated as helping to 

alleviate some of the impact of disadvantage (Edwards & Bromfield, 2010; Terrion, 2006).  

Following completion of the two year program final results were compared to normative data 

from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) (Liddell, Barnett, Roost, & 

McEachran, 2011).  Overall, this comparison indicated that HIPPY parents had more positive 

feelings of parenting, better knowledge of how to access information about local services, and 

a greater sense of community belonging than LSAC parents.  In addition, positive impacts were 

noted in the home learning environment, parental involvement at school and positive 

parenting style of HIPPY parents.  Child effects were reported for children’s prosocial 

behaviours and in their early numeracy and literacy skills. 

In addition to federal projects, the NSW Government has incorporated a universal HVP 

as part of the NSW Families First Initiative (now Families NSW) to provide children with a better 

start in life (Alperstein & Nossar, 2002).  This NSW initiative concentrated services to 

vulnerable and disadvantaged families with programs that included home visiting, supported 

playgroups, antenatal assessment and assistance programs, community centres as well as the 

Triple P parenting program, parent help line and early assessment of children at school start to 
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identify difficulties in numeracy and literacy.  Other states also utilised HVP as part of their 

assistance to families and children. These included the Enhanced Maternal and Child Health 

Service (previously the Enhanced Home Visiting Service) operated in Victoria (Department of 

Human Services Victoria, 2003), and the Queensland Family Care nurse HVP (Queensland 

Health, 2003).  Sustained home visiting has had some promising results in terms of both 

maternal and child outcomes for children and families living in disadvantage.  Programs 

utilising home visiting have been shown to develop relationships between the family unit and 

the wider community and school.   The nature and extent of the relationships or linkages 

between the family and other key settings becomes vital as each child makes the transition to 

school.   

4.4.4 The Maternal Early Childhood Sustained Home Visiting (MECSH) Trial. 

 Stemming from success in overseas studies in disadvantaged communities, the 

Maternal Early Childhood Sustained Home Visiting (MECSH) trial was established in Australia to 

determine the long-term effects of an independent HVP for families and children in an 

Australian context (For further details, see Appendix A).  A randomised control design was 

employed to assess the impact of the HVP on child and maternal outcomes for families in a 

disadvantaged area of Sydney.  The MECSH trial employed nurses in a sustained program, 

beginning prenatally and continuing throughout the child’s first two years of life.  It continued 

to review participants, using successive follow-ups of these families and children, into the first 

year of school. Initial findings from the MECSH trial have shown evidence of positive maternal 

and child outcomes.  For example in some domains such as breastfeeding, the quality of the 

home environment and mothers’ emotional and verbal responsiveness to their child, the 
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intervention group performed better than the non-intervention group (Aslam, Kemp, & Harris, 

2006a, 2006b, 2007; Kemp et al., 2011).   

An aim of the MECSH trial was to support families to build relationships within the 

family and within their communities building a positive social network.  The MECSH 

intervention, using a strengths based approach, encouraged families to seek out local 

community services to promote community relationships and help families establish ways of 

interacting with community institutions and services.  Such interactions assist in building and 

developing relationships which can assist families at the time of transition to school in forming 

connections with other parents and teachers within the school context and seeking assistance 

in understanding and dealing with factors in the school system.  Family-school relationships 

can influence children’s success in the school context (Desforges, Abouchaar, & Britain, 2003; 

Einglund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 2004; Fantuzzo, Tighe, & Childs, 2000; Hill & Taylor, 

2004).  Strengthening family relationships through the use of a HVP has the potential to impact 

on the way parents interact in the school context and form and develop relationships at the 

time of transition to school.  However, no studies of Australian home visiting programs have 

followed the children and families longitudinally into the school context.  

Programs utilising home visiting have been designed in differing ways to assist families 

and children through the use of direct assistance and support services, and through the 

development of relationships within the family, and beyond the family, in the neighbourhood 

and community contexts.  When implementing interventions and support programs, the use of 

an ecological model promotes understanding of the many and varied factors that impact on 

parenting and child development.  The foundations for children’s learning, social interactions 

and capacities to manage the school context stem from their early life experiences.  Children’s 
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present understandings are based in their previous experiences, and in combination their 

understandings and experiences influence their future experiences including those in the 

school context.  Relationships between home and school become particularly important in 

supporting children by providing a bridge between the two contexts and by relating previous 

experiences at home to experiences occurring in the school context.  Family interactions within 

community organisations such as schools assist in building social connectedness and can be an 

important support in families’ and children’s adjustment to school.  Building social 

connectedness establishes feelings of belonging within communities and within schools.   

Overseas HVP have shown some positive residual impact on families and children 

which has assisted in the transition to school (Olds, Kitzman et al., 2004; Olds et al., 2007; 

Schull, & Anderson, 2008). However, in Australia there have been no longitudinal follow up 

studies for families and children after the implementation of a nurse home visiting program. 

Australian evidence assessing the impact of home visiting programs at the time of transition to 

school is needed to add to the growing pool of international data on home visiting outcomes, 

especially for families and children living in disadvantage. This will determine if home visiting 

interventions can assist Australian families and children living in disadvantage in the long term 

and if they have any residual impact at the time of transition to school.   
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5 A Theory of Transition  

5.1 Overview 

Several theories, particularly bio-ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), 

Rites of Passage (van Gennep, 1960), and Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978) have been 

individually applied or combined with complementary concepts of ‘priming events’ (Corsaro & 

Molinari, 2000), shared experiences (Rogoff, 1995) and the development of ‘transitions capital’ 

(Dunlop, 2007) to understand what is occurring for communities, families and/or children in 

the transition to school.  Schlossberg’s theory of transition (1981) has the potential to 

incorporate elements of these theories and concepts in its application to the experience of 

transition to school, outlining a broad theory that can assist in gaining a fuller understanding of 

the transition to school. 

Transitions are described by Goodman, Schlossberg and Anderson (2006, p. 33) as “any 

event, or non-event, that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles.” 

This definition recognises that changes that occur for an individual in a particular situation or 

context are interrelated, and have the potential to impact on other individuals and contexts 

through interactions.  Three types of transitions are identified by Schlossberg, Waters, & 

Goodman (1995): anticipated, unanticipated or the non-event.  Anticipated transitions are 

planned for and predicted while non-anticipated transitions are unexpected such as a death in 

the family.  Non-events are transitions that are hoped and planned for but do not occur.  Non-

events can be major, such as not obtaining a promotion; or minor such as a child being unable 

to visit the zoo because the weather is unsuitable on the day.  Transitions are processes 

significant to the individual.  It is the individual’s perception of these processes that determine 

whether they signify a transition.  “The same person may react differently to different types of 
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changes or even to the same type of change occurring at different times in life” (Schlossberg, 

1981, p. 2). 

5.2 Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition 

The Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 1981) was initially designed as a framework for 

understanding experiences of work transition and transitions experienced due to loss and grief.  

However, Schlossberg suggested the theory could be applied to other transitions in life, 

suggesting the theory may be applicable to the transition to school experience.  In this chapter, 

Schlossberg’s theory (1981) is discussed in terms of its usefulness for understanding the 

experience of transition to school.  The interpretation and application of the theory to this 

transition provides a way of understanding how factors interact and influence the outcomes of 

transition.  This interaction is influenced by the individual’s perception of these factors.  The 

theory also highlights the way such factors can change over the transitional period. 

According to Schlossberg the outcome of a transition depends on four inter-related 

factors that affect a person’s abilities and responses described as the fours S’s: situation, self, 

support and strategies (Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg et al., 1995).  These four factors are 

the personal and environmental ‘assets and liabilities’ of individuals when coping with, and 

adapting to, changes in transition.  It is the interaction and influence of the individual, the 

environment and the process of the transition itself that produces the outcome of the 

transition.  An overview of Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition is visually presented in Figure 3. 



81 

 

 

Figure 3.  Diagrammatic representation of Schlossberg’s Theory showing the interaction of self, support, 

situation and strategies in the transition process (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5). 

In the transitional process, the first factor identified in Schlossberg’s theory, is the 

situation.  The situation in the transition is defined by the person and takes into consideration 

several aspects such as the trigger for the transition, the timing of the transition and the 

perceived control the person has in the transition.  In the theory, role changes, duration, 

concurrent stressors and the person’s history of previous experiences are also considered 
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important.  The responsibility for the transition, as perceived by the person, is the final aspect 

of the situation regarded as important in influencing the outcome of the transition.  These 

separate aspects interrelate to determine the situation of the transition for the individual.  The 

inclusion of past experiences is important for children and families in the transition to school, 

as previous experiences of educational contexts can play a part in determining the perception 

of the present situation and the outcome of the transition, as well as influencing future 

transitions.  Previous experiences may also include earlier transitions and the ‘transitions 

capital’ the person may bring to this transition (Dunlop, 2007).  However, an individual may 

choose not to invest their capital in this new situation (Dunlop, 2007), especially if they do not 

feel their experiences or knowledge is valued.  In addition, the identification of concurrent 

stressors is relevant for family’s living in disadvantage, where both individuals and families 

experience a range of stressors. 

The second factor, the self includes the personal and demographic characteristics and 

psychological resources of the person.  Personal and demographic characteristics influence 

how a person views life, and often how that person is viewed by society.  These characteristics 

include “socioeconomic status, gender, age … and stage of life, state of health and 

ethnicity/culture” (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2009, p. 113).  For example, parents 

with several children already attending the school may be treated differently because of their 

knowledge, interactions and established relationships, compared with parents starting their 

first child at the school. 

Support focuses on the social support network, recognising that this may change across 

the transition.  Components of the social network, such as family, friends, institutions and 

communities, interact as an overall source of support, which can be utilised by those making 
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the transition.  Support is recognised and defined by three characteristics: type; function; and 

measurement.  The type of social support encompasses intimate relationships, family, friends 

and institutional or community support.  The function of the support is to provide affect, 

affirmation, aid and honest feedback (Evans et al., 2009).  Support is measured by identifying 

relationships that are stable, those that are dependent on roles and those most likely to 

change.  The theory recognises the role of social connectedness within the family and the 

community.  It also acknowledges that stability in relationships and roles can play a part in the 

type of support offered as well as the ways in which support can change during the process of 

transition.  For example, schools may offer different types of support before and after children 

start school and it may be provided by several different people.  Support can also be a source 

of assistance to the family in transition or can hinder them by becoming an additional source of 

stress, especially if relationships are strained between teacher and parent or the support 

provided does not meet the requirements of the family or child. 

The fourth factor in Schlossberg’s theory refers to the strategies used.  Strategies 

involve coping responses individuals use to modify the situation, control the meaning of the 

problem or manage the stress in the aftermath of transition (Goodman et al., 2006).  The 

individual draws on four response modes: direct action, information seeking, inhibition of 

action, and internal psychological behaviour to meet the goals of the response they utilise 

(Schlossberg et al., 1995).  Schlossberg positions transition as a problem to be solved.  

However, the transition can also be viewed as a time of opportunity with strategies being 

employed to grow, learn, solve problems and make sense of the situation. 

In Schlossberg’s theory, the internal psychological processes and personal 

characteristics of the individual in transition are considered along with the situation and 
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circumstances surrounding the person.  The theory uses the four interrelated components of 

the self, situation, strategies and supports, as interacting variables, changing over time and in 

response to the transition process.  Schlossberg’s theory echoes the underlying principles of 

the bi-directional influences and interrelatedness of the individual and the environment, 

outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  

Schlossberg’s theory takes Bronfenbrenner’s perspective and specifically focuses on the 

process of transition in respect of the many individual and broader ecological factors that can 

impact at this time. Schlossberg’s theory also aligns with social constructivist thinking, where 

the individual influences and is influenced by other individuals, objects and symbols in the 

environments in which they live and function. 

Transition is seen as a social process, with the individual and the environment, 

integrated through the interaction of the four S’s.  Consistent with Rogoff ‘s (1995; 1996) 

position, Schlossberg regarded transition as an ongoing process occurring over time, with the 

individual’s past experiences preparing them for the present, and influencing what happens in 

the future.  There is a melding of person and environment, with the person being considered as 

part of their environment and vice versa.  This means that how a person is positioned at one 

time and place may not be relevant in another place or at another time.  Experiences occur 

through interactions and relationships in the contexts of home, neighbourhood and the wider 

community.  Elements of rites of passage theory (van Gennep, 1960), with changes in roles and 

identity and the concept of priming events to prepare for and lead into these changes, can also 

be accommodated in the four elements of Schlossberg’s theory. 

The individual’s perception and appraisal throughout the transition process determines 

the actions and responses of the individual (Goodman et al., 2006) and influences the outcome 
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of the transition.  Three phases of transition are defined in the theory: ‘moving in’, ‘moving on’, 

and ‘moving out’ (Chickering & Schlossberg, 1995; Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg et al., 

1995), and reflect the preliminal, liminal and post-liminal stages of rites of passage theory (van 

Gennep, 1960). “Essentially the individual moves from a preoccupation with the transition to 

an integration of the transition” (Evans et al., 2009).  Fundamental to the process of transition 

is the concept of time, as individuals may take differing amounts of time to move through the 

three phases.  “The time needed to achieve successful integration varies with the person and 

the transition” (Evans et al., 2009).  In some cases, complete integration or adaptation may 

never be fully achieved by the individual, such as when a person cannot manage completely 

after the loss of a loved one  

Schlossberg identified transition as an interactive process with emphasis placed on 

what meaning the transition has for the individual and what the transition offers the individual.  

The theory recognises the role of the individual’s perception of the transition as fundamental 

to the outcome.  How the individual is placed in the transition in terms of their personal, 

demographic and psychological characteristics, resources, responses and other factors, 

determines the options open to the person in being active in the experience or managing and 

adapting in the transition.  However, individuals may be limited in their responses to transition 

due to their perceptions of factors and supports that are important and influence the 

transition.  For example, in the case of transition to school, supports may not adequately meet 

the needs of those involved, resulting in a sense of disillusionment or disconnection. This, in 

turn, can impact negatively on the transition experience. 

Schlossberg’s theory (1981) has been used to analyse and understand adult responses 

to transition.  Schlossberg (1981) described the model as tentative and exploratory, useful for 

http://jsn.sagepub.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/content/17/6/300.full#ref-12
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research but subject to revision.  Adaptations were made in the theory when Schlossberg 

noted that some individuals were unable to achieve full adaptation when adjusting to the new 

roles, challenges or changes so never fully completed the transition process (Goodman et al., 

2006).  In applying the theory to understanding the experiences of transitions in diverse life 

situations, Schlossberg’s theory has been used in educational systems and other settings to 

explain transitions to adulthood (Lenz, 2001), in divorce (Sakraida, 2005), dropping out of 

university (Powers, 2010), and retiring from sport (Swain, 1991).  Although targeted for use 

with adults, this theory provides a useful framework for understanding experiences of 

transition to school from the perspectives of the child and family. 

Individual perceptions are at the core of the Theory of Transition, shaping both the 

personal and shared experience of transition.  Identifying the characteristics of the self and 

family, and recognising the interconnections of the person, their social networks and the 

environment, creates a greater understanding of the influences on the process of transition 

and the differential outcomes for children and families.  In other words, it assists in explaining 

why transition to school outcomes may be different for children and families living in similar 

circumstances.  As Goodman et al. (2006) explain:  

For an individual undergoing a transition, it is not the event or non-event that is 
most important but its impact, that is, the degree to which the transition alters 
one’s daily life…we need to look not only at the type and context but also at the 
impact of the event on the individual’s relationships, routines, assumptions about 
self and the world, and roles.   We may assume the more the transition alters the 
individual’s life, the more coping resources it requires, and the longer it will take for 
assimilation or adaptation.  (p. 37) 

 

It is important to bear in mind that the family and child may be experiencing other transitions 

at the same time as their transition to school.  For example, the family may experience loss of 

support, loss or change of parent employment, or experience separation or divorce.  In 
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addition, the family may transition in and out of disadvantage as their life circumstances alter, 

or they require different types of supports and services.  Transitions may also involve 

involuntary changes and adaptations due to involvement with community services 

organisations and government agencies.  Families experiencing concurrent transitions may 

struggle if adequate social supports are not available to meet their needs and the stress in 

situations is beyond the families’ capacities and resources to manage and cope. 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition assists in understanding how many factors, both 

personal and environmental, can impact on the experiences of transition to school for children 

and families.  Building on the bio-ecological systems model, the theory emphasises the 

importance of relationships within and across social contexts in transition.  The theory links to 

Rogoff’s (1995) idea of the shared experience, with past and present experiences leading to 

transition outcomes and future experiences of the individual.  The theory helps to explain how 

children and families can experience transition to school differently even when life situations 

and circumstances appear to be similar.  A focus of the theory is the important influence of 

children’s and families’ perceptions on aspects of transition. 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition (1981) particularly focuses on how the past, present 

and future are linked as well as highlighting the idea that ‘moving out’ of the transition process 

involved “where to from here” thinking, setting goals and looking to the future.  When schools 

and communities set goals and look to the future for children and families, they emphasise the 

societal role of realising and supporting the investment in the early years of childhood, 

including the role played by government policies, programs and funding in supporting and 

provisioning for child development and school success (Dickens, Sawhill, & Tebbs, 2006; Lynch, 

2006; Mustard, 2006).  
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Schlossberg’s theory (1981) brings together the various models of transition to school 

and can be successfully applied to the experience of transition to school for children and 

families living in disadvantage.  It accommodates elements of the theories that are pertinent to 

understanding the many aspects of transition to school.  Elements of bio-ecological theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986) are incorporated by looking at the people and relationships, context, 

and processes over time.  Socio-cultural theories (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986; Rogoff, 1995) are 

integrated with the focus on relationships and social networks and the impact of past social 

experiences on the present with a view to future experiences and outcomes of the transition.  

The ideas of rites of passage (Van Gennep, 1960) and priming events (Corsaro & Molinari, 

2000) can be incorporated into the theory of transition in features of the situation and 

community support. 

The Theory of Transition helps to understand the interconnection of the multiple 

factors and aspects of the process that are pertinent to the life circumstances of the individual 

in transition.  It also helps to understand how the provision of supports and strategies for 

families and children living in disadvantage can help to change their perceptions and improve 

aspects of self and situation to impact positively on the transitional experience. 

5.3 Transition to School, Disadvantage and the Theory of Transition  

The transition to school can be experienced differently by each child and family due to 

the many personal and contextual factors that shape the process.  The Theory of Transition 

highlights the many differences that can exist in personal and contextual factors helping to 

understand how families can have very different outcomes when transitional experiences may 

seem similar.  Transition for families and children can be experienced as a positive time, a 

daunting and challenging experience or often as a time of mixed emotions and experiences 
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(Broström, 2002; Dockett & Perry, 2007b; Ramey, Lanzi, Philips, & Ramey, 1998; Yeo & Clarke, 

2006).  The theory recognises that each phase of a transition can have both a negative and 

positive outcome which influences how the transition evolves.  Individuals experiencing the 

transition often may view the process with ambivalence (Evans et al., 2009), evidenced when 

families and children feel a spectrum of emotions such as happiness and excitement along with 

uncertainty and even sadness and loss. 

Children undergo changes in their identity (Griebel & Niesel, 2000; Niesel & Griebel, 

2005) as they move from being a ‘preschooler’ to a ‘school’ child, including changes in status 

and responsibilities as they move from the home or prior-to-school setting environment to 

school.  Parents also experience changes in identity as they adjust to being the parent of a 

school child (Niesel & Griebel, 2005).  Aspects of these changes are shown in the components 

of situation and self in the theory.  Expectations of the child alter as more responsibility and a 

need for greater autonomy are expected within the school context (Margetts, 2007; Rimm-

Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).  Changes occur in the child’s social networks as they interact with 

adults, peers and other children at school (Dockett & Perry, 2003; Feiring & Lewis, 1989; 

Margetts, 2002, 2003, 2007; Yeo & Clarke, 2006).  These are acknowledged in the support 

factors of the theory.  The playground context may present particular challenges due to 

children’s developing skills in negotiating and relationship building (Smith, 2002) and this 

creates changes in the factors of support and the situation.  In addition, there are changes in 

the physical surroundings such as the size of buildings and play areas (Dockett & Perry, 1999; 

Loizou, 2011) and the curriculum goals, with increased emphasis on literacy and mathematics 

(Margetts, 2007) which are also accommodated by the situation and link to opportunity and 
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adjustments in other factors in the theory as children make sense of and adjust to the new 

context. 

Children can cope well with changes and discontinuities if there are appropriate 

supports in place prior to starting school which continue upon entry into the school context 

and beyond (Ghaye & Pascal, 1988; Niesel & Griebel, 2005).  This argument has gained 

momentum with the growing focus on schools being ready to meet the needs of all children as 

they move into the school context.  While initial transitional experiences are indicated as 

influencing children’s school success (Dockett & Perry, 1999; Margetts, 1997) and school 

trajectories of performance are influenced by the initial school experience (Early, Pianta, & 

Cox, 1999; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Schuling, Malone, & Dodge, 2005), the ongoing experiences 

of the child in school cannot be overlooked as a contributing factor to later school outcomes 

(Peters, 2003).  The Theory of Transition accounts for ongoing transitions that can occur in 

educational contexts such as when children move to a new class, have a new teacher, or 

possibly move to a new school.  Although many factors may not change dramatically at these 

times, the Theory of Transition helps in understanding how changes in factors in one area are 

interrelated to, and influence changes within, factors in other areas. 

Relationships are at the core of ongoing experiences in school, and are accounted for 

in the Theory of Transition according to their type, function and measurement of stability over 

time.  For example, positive interactions and relationships, between a child and teacher, or a 

significant peer, can buffer some of the negative effects of change and adjustment to school 

experienced by some children, and may pave the way for future school success by offering 

some stability and consistency (Valeski & Stipek, 2001).  Relationships that value the child’s 

experiences and knowledge can help to build a sense of belonging and develop the child’s 
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identity as a school child. Sensitive caregivers, besides parents, have been shown to influence 

attachment models (Howes, Hamilton, & Philipsen, 1998; Ranson & Urichuk, 2008), suggesting 

that children’s future social and educational outcomes, thought to be set by early caring and 

responsive parent-child interactions, may be altered by environmental changes (Ranson & 

Urichuk, 2008).  The school environment may provide children living in disadvantage with a 

context that offers sensitive care giving from a significant adult, encouraging learning and the 

development of children’s social networks.  These understandings are shown in the type and 

function of support in the Theory of Transition and help to understand how these factors can 

impact on the process of transition. 

The knowledge that children who experience a positive start to school generally have 

better outcomes in school and later life has led to a focus on the identification of factors and 

processes associated with children’s readiness for school (Smart et al., 2008; Edwards et al., 

2009).  When there is a focus on the child’s readiness for school, the identification of the 

difficulties children living in disadvantage may experience as they start school are often 

highlighted and regarded in isolation from other factors.  Difficulties related to the early home 

learning environment and children’s early life experiences often lead to less than optimal child 

development.  Using the Theory of Transition, such difficulties can be considered in relation to 

the many other factors that characterise the strengths and resources of these families and 

children.  When the focus shifts to the provision of supports and opportunities for learning and 

development that meet the individual needs of the child and family in transition, positive 

pathways can be identified and promoted.  Application of the Theory of Transition to the 

transition to school supports a strength based approach to recognition of the many factors that 
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impact on transition, and assists in examining the ways in which these factors interact and alter 

over time for children and their families.  
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6 The Starting School Study 

6.1 Overview of the Study   

The Starting School Study was positioned within the larger longitudinal MECSH trial as 

an independent study.  It explored the transition to school for families and children living in 

disadvantage and investigated the impact of the MECSH program on children’s transition to 

school for these families.  The study added a qualitative dimension to the larger MECSH project 

by engaging participating children and their primary caregivers (mostly parents) in the 

exploration of their perspectives of the transition process.  The study was also designed to 

identify similarities and differences between the experiences of the MECSH intervention and 

comparison families and children, making it the first Australian study to provide longitudinal 

data on the impact of a randomised controlled trial of home visiting focused on the time of 

transition to school. 

The Starting School Study involved a subset of the MECSH cohort consisting of families 

and children who accepted the invitation to participate.  As an identified group from a 

disadvantaged area, the participants in the Starting School Study potentially faced additional 

challenges and stressors during the transition period.  Consideration was given to ways of 

engaging respectfully with these families and children while ensuring their perspectives on 

transition to school were documented.  The study provided important information and added 

to understandings of the experiences of transition to school for families and children living in a 

disadvantaged area in Australia.  

6.2 Study aims 

The Starting School Study explored the experiences of transition to school for families 

and children living in a disadvantaged area of Australia. These families and children had 
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participated on a trial of a home visiting intervention.  Research indicates that these families 

experience social, economic and health issues which can add to the stressors in transition to 

school.  This study sought to identify factors that assisted or hindered these families and 

children over the period of transition and investigated how families and children living in 

disadvantage managed the opportunities, changes and challenges of starting school.  Parents’ 

perceptions of their child’s experiences were collected and analysed in an aim to identify 

factors they felt were important in the transition to school and the ways in which these factors, 

and their feelings about them, changed throughout the process of transition.  A further aim 

was to identify and assess the effectiveness of school and community supports parents utilised 

during the transition to school.  Ethical and methodological aspects of successfully involving 

families and children living in disadvantage in research were considered and informed the 

design and implementation of the study.  In addition, links were drawn with the aims of the 

MECSH trial to determine the impact of the intervention on the experiences of transition to 

school for families and children participating on the Starting School Study.  This provided 

longitudinal data on the impact of a home visiting intervention for Australian families and 

children living in disadvantage.  The aims of the study were addressed by the following 

research questions. 

6.3 Research Questions 

1. What are the overall experiences of families and children living in disadvantage 

in the transition to school?  Are there factors that enhance and/or hinder the 

transition to school experiences for these families and children?  

2. What are the changes in parental perceptions of what is important in transition 

as children move from home as ‘preschoolers’ to school as ‘school children’?  
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3. What skills and abilities do parents and children think are important when 

starting school?  Do these perceptions alter after children start Kindergarten 

and spend time in the school context?  

4. What are the community supports that assisted these families and children in 

the transition to school?  

5. How can children’s experiences be accessed in a respectful and empowering 

way? 

6. Are there similarities and differences in experiences of transition to school for 

families and children in the MESCH intervention and comparison groups? 

a. Does the addition of the data from the larger study, along with the 

qualitative data of this study, give a more comprehensive picture of 

the transition to school experience for MECSH children and families?  

b. Can the goals of the MECSH intervention be linked to the differential 

experiences of the intervention and comparison groups? 
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7 Methodology 

This chapter outlines the research methodology and theoretical understandings which 

underpin the methods used in the Starting School Study.  The study focused on documenting 

and interpreting the experiences of families and children living in disadvantage in their 

experiences of transition to school.  A strengths-based perspective was employed in this study.  

This view regarded parents and children living in disadvantage as having strengths as well as 

needs (DeFrain, Asay & Geggie, 2010), and argues that when augmented with support and 

resources these families are enabled to meet the challenges and opportunities presented by 

the experience of transition to school.  Drawing on a bio-ecological framework 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), the importance of gaining multiple perspectives from adults 

and children in the experience of transition was recognised in this study, particularly as adults 

and children can differ in what they deem important in the transition to school (Dockett & 

Perry, 1999; 2002b).  Multiple perspectives were sought in order to understand the transition 

to school as a process co-created by the individual and their social partners in the experience 

within a constructivist paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 

In addition, the importance of relationships in children’s development, especially those 

at home and school was acknowledged.  The outcomes of the transition were considered in 

relation to the abilities of all those involved to meet the challenges, take up the opportunities, 

and adapt to the changes that the process entailed.  Transition was recognised as a process 

occurring over time, embedded within the historical and institutional contexts that impact on 

the present experiences of the individual and their social companions, leading to 

transformations that also influence what occurs for the child and the family in the future 

(Rogoff, 1995).  Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition provides an ecological approach to 
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transition, with the individual and context seen as inseparable, while acknowledging the 

influence of each on the other (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  The theory views transition 

as a shared experience (Rogoff, 1995), whereby the changes that occur for the individual 

impact others through social interactions.  The theory also noted that transitions occur over 

time moving through three phases of the process: moving in, moving on, and moving out 

(Chickering & Schlossberg, 1995; Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg et al., 1995) with the 

importance of priming events (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000), and previous experiences leading to 

outcomes in the present transition.  Schlossberg’s theory highlights the interaction of the many 

factors that shape the experience of transition and influence its outcome, especially the 

individual’s characteristics, available supports and circumstances surrounding the transition, as 

well as the individual’s perceptions of them. 

The importance of gaining children’s perspectives and experiences of transition to 

school (Barker & Weller, 2003), in respectful and accurate ways, was a priority in this study.  

Participatory methods were used to position children as competent and capable experts in 

their own lives, with opinions and views that differ from those of adults (Christensen & James, 

2008; Christensen & Prout, 2002; Clark & Moss, 2001; Lancaster & Broadbent, 2003; Mason & 

Hood, 2011).  Children are unique and have different competencies which may require diverse 

and innovative techniques to be used in data collection (Punch, 2002a).  Hence, techniques 

such as the use of the drawing activity for children were used when they would not usually be 

utilised with adults.  Such techniques can create a context for children to have some control in 

the research as they determine the amount of effort and input in the activity and utilise the 

technique most comfortable for them to express their views, feelings and thoughts.  For 

example, the drawing activity allows: 
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Children to exert high levels of control over their participation in the activity.  
Children can express as little or as much as they wish, in ways of their choosing, 
through drawing.  Drawing is a task that can be added to, or changed as the process 
continues.  It does not require a rapid response: it can be thought about and 
drawings can develop as the drawer chooses.  (Dockett & Perry, 2004b, p. 2) 

 

7.1 Method 

Theoretical understandings of transition to school as a socially constructed experience 

(Chapter 2) underpin the methods used in the Starting School Study.  Qualitative methods 

were utilised as a way to explore, classify and categorise the phenomenon of transition to 

school for participants, with quantitative data from the MECSH trial incorporated during the 

analysis phase.  The method is described under several headings.  The first section describes 

ethics and other approvals obtained from relevant organisations.  Participant selection criteria 

for the MECSH trial are shown, and the procedures used to recruit participants for the Starting 

School Study are described.  The qualitative techniques used in this study are discussed, along 

with the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, a tool used on the MECSH trial to collect 

parent and teacher data, which was also used in the Starting School Study.  The phases of data 

collection in the Starting School Study are shown in a table and explained, along with the 

strategies used in interviewing children.  The final section discusses the ethical considerations 

made in this research including issues pertaining to consent and assent, privacy of participants, 

power issues, and sensitivities in researching with families and children living in disadvantage. 

7.1.1 Ethics Approvals. 

The ethical approval obtained and sought for the MECSH trial, from the Human 

Research Ethics Committee, University of New South Wales, also included approval for the 

Starting School Study under the Early Childhood Sustained Home Visiting: Outcomes at the 

Transition to School application and approval (HREC 07304).  Approval for the Starting School 



100 

 

Study was also sought and received from the Human Research Ethics Committee, Charles Sturt 

University as the affiliated university of the researcher.  Approval for conducting research in 

NSW Department of Education and Training (DET) Public Schools was obtained through the 

State Education Research Approval Process (SERAP) facilitating child interviews at school and 

the involvement of school personnel.  Copies of relevant approvals are included in Appendix B.  

Approvals to conduct research in Catholic schools in the dioceses of Sydney, Wollongong, and 

Parramatta were obtained through the relevant Diocesan Catholic Schools Authorities in NSW.  

Approvals were also sought and granted from relevant school administrators, boards, or 

directly from school principals, as appropriate, to interview focus children in Independent and 

Islamic schools.  

After obtaining relevant approvals, school principals were contacted by phone and an 

information letter outlining the research project was sent to them.  A follow up telephone call 

was made to arrange a suitable time to visit schools and discuss the study with principals.  

Permission to conduct child interviews within the school context and permission to give a 

questionnaire to teachers was sought from the principal at this time.  All principals approached 

agreed to school participation on the study.  However, teacher participation was voluntary and 

required teachers to return the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) via the return 

envelope supplied.  SDQ forms were either directly handed to class teachers or forwarded 

through the school office if teachers were not present on the day of interviews.  The 

researcher adhered to the ethical guidelines outlined in Early Childhood Australia’s (2006) Code 

of Ethics when working with families, children and other community members. 
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7.1.2 Participant Selection.  

Participants for the Starting School Study were drawn from those in the MECSH trial.  

Participants were selected for the MECSH longitudinal trial based on the responses of 

expectant mothers on a self-reported psychological assessment (Aslam et al., 2007).  Eligible 

participants lived in a recognised area of socioeconomic disadvantage, as determined by the 

postcode area and the Index of Relative Socioeconomic Disadvantage (IRSD) within the 

Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA).  The SEIFA calculates the general level of relative 

socioeconomic disadvantage based on the postcode area and “a range of social and economic 

factors derived from attributes such as low income, low educational attainment, high 

unemployment, and jobs in relatively unskilled occupations” (ABS, 2006, p. 4).  The area in 

which the MESCH trial was conducted was rated in the lowest 10% of areas across Australia, 

with an IRSD decile ranking of 1, signifying an area of high socioeconomic disadvantage. 

In addition to living in the area, participants for the MECSH trial were identified as “at 

risk”, meeting one or more of the following nine criteria: maternal age under 19 years; being 

an unsupported parent; having experienced major stressors in the last 12 months; current 

substance misuse; current or history of mental health problem or disorder; at risk for 

depression or low self-esteem; experiencing relationship issues with the mother’s parents; 

and/or having a history of domestic violence (see Aslam et al., 2007).  Mothers were excluded 

from the selection process if they had insufficient English proficiency to complete the 

psychological assessment independently or had no telephone access to enable follow up 

interviewing.  A full breakdown of the numbers and retention rates of participants is shown in 

Appendix A.    
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The participants for the Starting School Study were drawn from those families 

continuing to participate in the MECSH trial.  The retention rate in the MECSH trial as the 

children were starting school was 55.3%, totalling 115 families, from both intervention and 

comparison groups.  Families were invited to participate in the Starting School Study if they 

had children eligible to start school in the subsequent year.  A total of 57 families consented to 

participate in this study: 26 families in the first cohort, with children beginning school in 2009; 

and 31 families in the second cohort, with children beginning school in 2010.  Of the 57 

participating families, 27 families had been part of the MECSH intervention group and 30 

families had been part of the comparison group. The researcher was blind to the group 

allocations until after the final data collection had occurred.  Of the 57 families participating, 

there were 20 families starting their first child at school.  Families consisted of single parent 

families, two parent families and blended families, with situations changing over the period of 

study, as marriages or separations occurred, or additional family members such as 

grandparents or other relatives began living in the home. 

Parents identified the school of enrolment for their child.  The principal of each of 

these thirty schools was approached for permission to conduct the study in the school.  

Teachers were identified by the school principal as being the focus child’s classroom teacher in 

the first year of school (Kindergarten).  Principals agreed that researchers could supply 

teachers with a questionnaire to complete as part of the MECSH data collection, assessing the 

focus child’s strengths and difficulties, in addition to a few short answer questions about the 

child’s literacy and numeracy development and behaviours.  Consent for teacher participation 

was implied upon the return of the completed form by post. 
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7.1.3 Instruments.  

Qualitative research recognises that individual perspectives of issues, experiences and 

events may be different (Creswell, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1988).  In the Starting School Study 

the major data collection instruments used were parent and child semi-structured interviews, 

and a drawing activity for children.  The qualitative research methods used in this study were 

chosen as they offered flexibility and fluidity of techniques making them appropriate to use 

with participants living in disadvantage in that they recognised the importance of personal 

experiences and positioned the researcher as an interested listener (Dickson-Swift, James, 

Kippen & Liamputtong, 2007).  For example, drawings were used as some children on the 

Starting School Study were receiving or had received interventions for speech and language 

difficulties and it was recognised that relying only on a verbal response format may restrict the 

expression of their views.  

The use of flexible, qualitative methods, alongside interview questions, provided 

opportunities for both verbal responses and drawings. Seeking visual representations from 

children experiencing difficulties with verbal communication is considered a less threatening, 

more comfortable approach than seeking only verbal information (Hoffman-Ekstein et al., 

2008).  In their interviews, children were involved in a drawing activity and conversation about 

their experiences of school.  At the end of the interview children were asked to answer ten 

questions that were designed by the researcher to determine how children rated their own 

emotions, behaviour and relationships at school.  These questions were read to the child by the 

researcher after their interview and drawing activity, with responses audio recorded for 

accuracy. 
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The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997) was used in the 

MECSH trial to gain parent and teacher ratings of children’s emotions, behaviours and 

relationships before and after they started at school.  There are 25 items on the SDQ 

comprising five scales with five items in each scale.  The five scales explore emotional 

symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems and prosocial behaviours.  The 

SDQ is usually gathered from a number of sources with parents and teachers rating the child 

and older children self-reporting.  It has been tested for validity and reliability with an 

Australian population (Mellor, 2005) and is easy and quick to complete, making it time efficient 

for participants (Goodman, 1997; Goodman & Scott, 1999; Klasen et al., 2000).  In the MECSH 

trial, a parent, usually the mother completed the SDQ when the child was four years of age and 

again three months prior to school entry.  The SDQ was also given to teachers for completion 

after the child had been in school for almost two terms; that is, at the same time as the MECSH 

developmental assessment (Appendix A). There was no earlier data collected from pre-school 

teachers on the MECSH trial. 

The self-reporting measure of the SDQ was designed and recommended as a brief 

behavioural screening questionnaire for young people aged between 11 and 16 years 

(Goodman, Meltzer & Bailey, 1998).  Children on the Starting School Study were younger than 

this recommended age.  However, they were considered to be capable and competent in 

providing information about their behaviours and feelings at school, so the researcher 

designed a series of structured questions, referred to as the structured child interview (See 

Appendix C for the complete instrument), that reflected questions on parent and teacher SDQ 

forms for reporting on 4-11 year old children.  The structured interview questions were read to 

children by the researcher with children responding to all questions.  However, where a 
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response was negative to the first question in the series, the successive questions were not 

asked.  For example, in response to “Do you ever get angry at school?” if the child answered 

“No” then the additional questions designed to determine what made the child angry and how 

the child reacted were not asked.  The questions aimed to gain an understanding of the 

children’s perception of their behaviours, feelings and progress in the school context.  

Where appropriate, to assist children in responding to these questions, a technique 

known as “supported conversation” was used. This approach is often used to assist adults 

experiencing dysphasia (Kagan, 1999). Supported conversation aims to ensure that an 

individual’s competence is respected even though they may be unable to express their ideas 

and feelings verbally.  The support person scaffolds the conversation to assist the individual to 

express themselves (Caspari, 2005) and to confirm accurate understanding of their responses.  

Supported conversation was employed in this study as a useful technique to assist in gaining 

children’s views and perspectives in a respectful and collaborative manner. 

7.1.4 Strategies used in interviewing children. 

Several strategies have been used to access children’s perspectives on issues that 

directly affect their lives.  These strategies include informal conversations or discussions, using 

books as a catalyst for conversation, children’s journals, drawings, personal reflections, video 

tours and photographs to capture children’s understandings of the experience of transition to 

school (Clark, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2001; Clyde, 2001; Dockett & Perry, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c; 

Dockett, Perry, & Whitton, 2006; Einarsdóttir, 2005, 2007a). 

Researchers seeking children’s perspectives emphasise the importance of trusting, 

reciprocal relationships in both data generation and interpretation (Hoffmann-Ekstein et al., 

2008).  Also important are strategies to create spaces and processes that are child friendly, 
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promoting a sense of comfort and safety for children as they share their views (MacNaughton, 

Hughes, & Smith, 2007).  Strategies that offer children some control over their participation 

can contribute to their sense of comfort and safety (Save the Children, 2000).  In these 

situations the adult’s role becomes one of listening to children’s views and sharing the 

mutually determined research agenda so that children’s voices can be heard (Cook & Hess, 

2007).  Adults need to be open to alternative interpretations of an experience by moving away 

from their preconceived interpretation of children’s words, to hear and give voice to the child’s 

view (Cook & Hess, 2007). 

Researching with children can provide adults with a better knowledge and 

understanding of children’s experiences of the transition to school, which can help to pinpoint 

factors and procedures that provide the optimum support for children throughout this process.  

Children can provide authentic suggestions for dealing with issues that relate directly to their 

lives and the environments in which they function (Margetts, 2007) if they are provided with 

opportunities to express them.  Through children’s active involvement in research, possibilities 

are provided for children to shape their school environments in ways that support their 

previous learning and experiences, and create opportunities for further growth and 

development.  For this to occur, adults have to be open to the processes and provide spaces 

and opportunities to empower children to make suggestions, take the time to listen, and then 

act on these suggestions.  Providing opportunities for children to draw about issues and 

experiences is one way to actively involve children in research (Driessnack, 2005).  When 

actively involved “children determine what experiences, emotions, struggles, or memories are 

shared, and it is their interpretation that should be heard” (Driessnack, 2005, p. 421).  Through 
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hearing and listening to children, adults are better positioned to provide the necessary 

supports to enhance the lives of all children. 

An area that has gained considerable interest with educational researchers in gaining 

children’s perspectives is the use of children’s drawings and their accompanying narratives 

(Clark, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2001; Dockett & Perry, 2005b; Einarsdóttir, 2005).  Children may 

use drawings as a means of exploration, problem solving or of visually representing their ideas 

and observations (Malchiodi, 1998).  Through drawings, children can convey thoughts, actions, 

events, emotions, and experiences which they may not feel they can express adequately 

through words (Brooks, 2009; Thompson, 2005).  Drawing involves two parts: the process of 

making the art, and the product or the completed piece of art.  Each child’s drawing is a 

personal statement incorporating both conscious and unconscious meaning (Malchiodi, 1998).  

Children’s drawings relating to school can be utilised as a source of information about their 

feelings and perceptions of school.  The drawing reflects the process of documentation of the 

experience and its meaning to the child so that the intended meaning, the child’s 

interpretation of the drawing, must be sought at the time of the activity and utilised to 

understand the drawing. 

In researching children’s perspectives, some studies utilising art or drawing have 

placed a strong emphasis on analysis of products (Christensen & James, 2008; Holliday, 

Harrison & McLeod, 2009), effectively separating the process from the product.  An alternative 

approach is based on the view that the meaning of the art belongs with the art maker 

(Betensky, 1995; Clark, 2005; Einarsdóttir, Dockett & Perry, 2009; Holliday et al., 2009; 

Malchiodi, 1998; Punch, 2002a; Stanczak, 2007; Veale, 2005).  This suggests that the process, 

as described or narrated by the art maker, is just as important as the product.  Talking with 
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children during and after the creation of their artwork can clarify children’s subjective meaning 

(Merry & Robins, 2001).  Asking children to talk about their drawings is important in gaining the 

child’s intended meaning as adults may assign a meaning to the artwork that was not intended 

by the child (Schirrmacher, 2002; Thompson, 2005, 2008).  The child’s narrative while drawing 

provides additional insight into their intended meaning as drawing helps them to make their 

ideas clearer.  Compare this to focusing solely on the end product of the drawing, and 

interpreting it without consultation with the child.  “In circumstances where therapists use 

cookbook approaches to categorise images or a list of predetermined meanings for content, it 

is more likely that children’s multiple or individual meanings will not be conveyed, will be 

misunderstood, and will be disrespected” (Malchiodi, 1998, p. 36).  Objects in children’s 

drawings can sometimes evolve in the drawing process and the meaning the child assigns to 

the object can change as their ideas take shape and their intent shifts. 

7.1.5 Data Collection. 

Two cohorts of families and children participated in data collection for this study.  The 

timing of data collection for each cohort depended on when children started school.  In New 

South Wales, children are eligible to start school at the beginning of the year in which they turn 

five, provided this occurs by 31st July (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2010).  

However, they are not legally required to attend school until age six. As a consequence, some 

children start school when they are four years of age, some around five years of age, while 

others are closer to six years of age.  

In this study, families and children shared their experiences of transition at two 

independent points in time.  The first phase, the prior to school entry experience, began in 

October 2008 for the first cohort.  For these children and families, the second phase occurred 
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towards the end of the second term of their Kindergarten school year, in June, with the aim of 

exploring any changes that had occurred, the challenges families and children had faced, and 

children’s progress at school.  The same pattern of data collection occurred for the second 

cohort, when the children started school one year later. 

A multimethod design was employed to gain an understanding of the transition to 

school experiences of families and children.  Priority, implementation and integration of data 

were considered in the study design (Ivankova, Creswell, & Sheldon, 2006).  In the Starting 

School Study, the qualitative data collection and analysis were given priority (Morgan, 1998).  

They were collected, categorised and analysed independently and the quantitative data - the 

SDQ data collected from parents and teachers on the MECSH trial – were introduced for the 

final analysis when data were integrated (Onwuegbuzie & Teddlie, 2003).  Results were 

determined for the entire group of families, with the final data analysis also including a 

comparison between families in the intervention and comparison groups.  Group allocation of 

participants was obtained from records of the MECSH trial.  The researcher remained blind to 

group allocation until the final comparative data analysis. 

An overview of the data collection schedule is provided in Table 7-1.  The two cohorts 

of children started school in 2009 and 2010 respectively.  Each phase of the study consisted of 

interviews with the parent and child that were audio recorded with their permission.  The first 

cohort consisted of 26 families, and the second cohort consisted of 31 families (n=57).   

  



110 

 

To establish a sense of the overall experience of the transition to school, parents were 

asked to describe their experiences, and their child’s, in semi-structured interviews.  Parent 

questions in prestart interviews related to preparation activities, how they felt about the child 

starting school and their ideas about school readiness.  Data from these questions were used 

to determine the skills and abilities parents thought children needed when starting school.  

Parental involvement at school was also discussed, along with parental aspirations for their 

child.  In poststart interviews, parents recounted their child’s first day of school and children’s 

progress in the school context.  Parents who raised concerns about their child or difficulties 

they had experienced in starting their child at school discussed how these had been handled 

personally, and by the school, as well as their satisfaction with the outcome.  These data were 

used to generate information about factors that assisted or hindered families in the transition 

to school, and supports that could be made available to avoid or ease these situations.  Aspects 

of relationships formed in the school context were discussed, along with parental involvement 

Table 7-1. Overview of Data Collected in The Starting School Study from Parents and Children. 

Cohort Families 

(n=57) 

Year  Started 
at School  

Phase I  

Prior to School Start 

(October-January) 

 

 

Phase II  

Post School Start 

 (April-July) 

 
Parent   Child Parent  Child 

One 26 2009 

Consent. 

Interview. 

 

 

 

 

Verbal assent. 

Interview.   

Drawing 
activity. 

Consent. 

Interview. 

Verbal assent. 

Interview 

Drawing activity  

Short answer 
questionnaire. 

Two 31 2010 

Consent. 

Interview. 

 

Verbal assent. 

Interview.   

Drawing 
activity. 

Consent. 

Interview. 

Verbal assent. 

Interview 

Drawing activity  

Short answer 
questionnaire. 
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and aspirations for their child.  The importance of factors in the transition to school were 

compared over the two time points (prestart and poststart) to determine if parental 

perceptions of such factors changed once children were at school. 

Children participated in an informal interview combined with a drawing activity in both 

prestart and poststart interviews.  Children were invited to think and talk about aspects of 

starting school and being at school respectively, and were invited to relate their knowledge 

and understandings of the transition to school through their drawings.  Data from interviews 

and drawings illustrated the important factors to children in the transition to school and 

documented changes over the transition to school.  Children’s responses to some short answer 

questions related to the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) were also documented.  

The data were used to determine children’s perceptions of their behaviour in the school 

context, and compared to the ratings ascribed by parents and teachers.    

7.1.5.1 Phase I. 

The first phase of the study, involved interviews prior to the start of school.  The first 

cohort of children and their parents, identified as eligible to start school at the beginning of 

2009, participated in interviews in October 2008.  (Prior-to-school start interviews for Cohort 

Two were started in September 2009.)  Interviews occurred at a time and place of the 

participants choosing, usually in the home.  As the MECSH trial had utilised home visiting, 

families were accustomed to this mode and comfortable in continuing it for the starting school 

initial interviews.  Parental written consent was obtained at the meeting and, in addition to 

parental consent; each child’s verbal assent to participate was sought prior to their interview. 
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7.1.5.1.1 Child interviews. 

Each child was asked to participate in an interview about starting school and invited to 

produce a visual representation to share their ideas, expectations and knowledge of school.  

The interviews took place in the child’s home, with one exception, which occurred at the 

request from the parent.  The interviews were carried out approximately two to three months 

before the child was due to start school.  The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 

by the researcher for analysis.  The child was given the option to draw and given the prompt to 

draw what they thought it would be like when they went to school.  Children were provided 

with a large sheet of plain white paper and coloured pencils.  While children were drawing, the 

researcher talked with them about starting school.  Children were invited to think and talk 

about prior-to-school settings, things they may need at school, their friends, the teachers and 

aspects of school they would like or dislike, with the tone of interviews conversational and 

open ended. 

Upon completion the researcher asked children for permission to photograph their 

drawing.  All children agreed to have their drawing photographed by the researcher, often 

taking the photographs, and deciding which of the images should be used by the researcher.  

The original drawings were retained by the children, even though sometimes children offered 

them to the researcher.  The drawing provided children with a means to share their ideas and 

information about the interview with their parents if they wanted.  The photographs were 

used to develop a visual diary of children’s experiences of the transition to school. Children’s 

verbal and visual data were collated and provided the unit of analysis. 
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7.1.5.1.2 Parent interviews.  

Primary caregivers, the majority of whom were mothers, were invited to participate in 

open-ended interviews to share the experiences as the family prepared for the transition to 

school at the beginning of the following year.  These parents were invited to share information 

about activities and information they shared with the child concerning starting school, 

including their sources of support in the process of transition.  The interviews and 

conversations were audio recorded, with participants’ consent, and transcribed by the 

researcher for analysis.  In the majority of cases, parent and child interviews were completed 

during the same visit.  However, there were three instances where this was not possible and 

alternative arrangements were made to suit the parents involved.  As a result, these interviews 

occurred in a café or other suitable location near the parent’s workplace. 

7.1.5.2 Phase II. 

For each cohort, Phase II focused on a period following children’s school entry, towards 

the end of the second term of school.  In NSW schools, the second term usually ends in early 

July.  While initial written consent was sought for the entire study, ongoing consent to 

participate in this phase of the study was obtained verbally when organising the follow up 

interviews with parents.  Children’s ongoing verbal assent was obtained prior to the beginning 

of the second interview. 

7.1.5.2.1 Child interviews.  

Children were interviewed at school, coinciding with developmental assessments that 

were carried out by a psychologist as part of the larger MECSH follow-up.  The researcher 

talked with the child about the interview and drawing activity obtaining their assent before 

proceeding.  Interviews followed a similar open-ended format to those carried out in Phase I, 
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with individual children being invited to talk about their experiences of starting school, 

particularly their first day at school and their progress since then.  The drawing activity in this 

phase differed slightly from Phase I.  In Phase II, children were invited to draw two pictures on 

a large sheet of white paper in an individual interview.  The paper was folded down the centre 

to divide it into two sections.  At the top of each section a prompt was written.  The researcher 

read the prompts to the children and the children drew their response under the prompt.  This 

technique was adapted from research involving children’s recollections of their first year at 

school (Dockett & Perry, 2004b).  The first prompt, on the left hand side of the paper, invited 

children to reflect on what it was like on ‘My first day’ at school.  While the second prompt, on 

the right hand side, involved children thinking about what school was like ‘Now’.  This 

technique was employed as a means of prompting children’s reflections on the changes that 

had occurred since they started school. 

During the drawing activity children were also asked to respond to questions about 

their school experiences and to talk about the meaning of their drawings.  Children were 

invited to share the ideas and elements in their drawing to assist in the interpretation of the 

drawing by the researcher.  Attention was paid to children’s emphasis on objects and people, 

and the importance children placed on particular elements in their drawings.  Children 

provided this information with the knowledge that it would be shared with others to help them 

understand what things were important to children regarding school. 

Children were also asked a series of questions that were designed to parallel the 

parent and teacher SDQ questions to determine how they rated their own behaviour at school 

and their experiences of school.  If at any time children indicated they did not want to 

continue, the interview was stopped.  Breaks from interview tasks were also offered, and 
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interviews were arranged to avoid clashes with school recess and lunch breaks so children had 

time to eat and socialise. 

7.1.5.2.2 Parent interviews.  

Phase II interviews for parents were scheduled for the same day as the second 

interview for children.  Parents were invited to attend the school to participate in these 

interviews.  Brief exit interviews for the MECSH project were also arranged for the same time, 

conducted by the MECSH research assistant/nurse.  If parents were unable to attend the 

school, or preferred not to be interviewed at school, a suitable time was organised to conduct 

interviews either at the home or another location.  Most parents agreed to be interviewed at 

the school as this was convenient for them, fitting in with the routine of taking children to or 

from school. 

Schools were very helpful in providing quiet areas for interviews.  If a quiet area was 

not available within the school buildings, interviews were done in a quiet area of the school 

playground to allow for audio recording.  The interviews were designed to revisit the first day 

of school and explore parents’ feelings at that time.  The interview also engaged parents in 

thinking about the child’s progress and adjustment to school, and factors which had helped or 

hindered them or their children in the transition to school. 

7.1.6 Ethical Considerations. 

7.1.6.1 Consent or assent? 

An outline of the Starting School Study was provided in an information sheet to all 

current MECSH families, with a form seeking consent for parent and child participation 

(Appendix B: Parent Information Sheet and Consent Form).  Parental permission is legally 

required in Australia for children to participate in research.  However, there is no legal 
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requirement to obtain assent from children.  The researcher operated under the guidelines of 

the ethics approvals for this study and the Early Childhood Australia (2006) Code of Ethics.  In 

respecting the rights of all children, as enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), and in a commitment to advocating for these rights, 

the researcher sought assent from children on this study as “a primary key to ethical research 

is informed consent, and in the case of any person who has not reached the age of consent, 

informed assent” (Harcourt & Conroy, 2005, p. 569).  The informed consent sought from adults 

was based on the researcher providing accurate, clear and understandable information about 

the nature, purpose and any consequences of the study to the prospective participants so they 

could then make a voluntary decision to participate in the study, with the knowledge they may 

decline or withdraw from the study at any time without any adverse outcomes (Crow, Wiles, 

Heath & Charles, 2006).   

The researcher met with each family and discussed the study, addressing any questions 

and concerns about involvement of the parent or child in the study before seeking consent.  

Adult consent for children’s participation in the Starting School Study was also sought at this 

time.  Ongoing consent was obtained verbally from parents, for their participation and that of 

their children, when the second interviews were arranged.  This raised concerns about the 

nature of adult power and ethics when children’s involvement in the study was prearranged by 

adults who held greater power (Fargas-Malet, McSherry, Larkin, & Robinson, 2010; 

Goodenough, Williamson, Kent, & Ashcroft, 2004).  To overcome some of these concerns, 

assent was sought prior to each child’s participation.  Gaining children’s assent recognised and 

respected children’s part in decision making even when parental permission was already given 
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(Balen et al., 2006; Cocks, 2006; Ford, Sankey & Crisp, 2007; Taylor & Adelman, 1998).  As 

Diekema (2003) noted: 

Assent should not be equated with consent.  The purpose of assent is not to treat 
children as if they are capable of making decisions that are as fully informed and 
autonomous as those made by adults, nor is it to make exception for those children 
who have already attained adult-like decision-making capacity.  The assent 
requirement reflects the belief that even though some children might not 
completely understand or consider all the implications of research participation, 
their level of understanding and decision-making ability are sufficient to decide 
whether they’d like to participate in an activity that offers no possibility of direct 
benefit to them.  (p. 25) 

 

Obtaining children’s assent is a way to involve children in the decisions concerning their 

participation in the research and benefit them by supporting their agency. The belief that 

children are incapable of giving their informed assent has been challenged with the growing 

emphasis placed on children’s active agency in research.  Children’s agency ‘is inherently linked 

to the ‘powers’ (or lack of them), of those positioned as children, to influence, organize, co-

ordinate and control events taking place in their everyday worlds” (Alanen, 2001, p. 21).  Young 

children have been shown to comprehend information about participating in research studies 

when it is explained using appropriate language.  Children have also demonstrated the 

competence to ask questions about aspects of the research that were not clear to them when 

it has been explained (Harcourt & Conroy, 2005).  For the child to make an informed decision 

to participate they needed to have a clear understanding of the nature of the research (Flewitt, 

2005). 

Prior to seeking assent the researcher talked with each child about the nature of the 

study and the interview, how they were able to withdraw at any time, and the details of the 

use of the interview and drawing materials.  Spending time explaining the research orally to 

potential participants is important to their understanding (Alderson & Morrow, 2011).  In 
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addition to obtaining initial assent, ongoing assent was sought and obtained from children at 

each interview (Dockett, Einarsdóttir & Perry, 2009, 2011; Heath, Charles, Crow, & Wiles, 

2004).  Obtaining children’s continued assent was a further way of respecting children’s rights 

and opinions as participants and active agents in this research (Cocks, 2006). 

Morrow and Richards (1996), supporting the view of children’s agency, believe the 

child can also give “informed dissent”, exercising their right to refuse to participate in the 

research or to withdraw safely from the research at any time.  If parental permission was given, 

and children did not object to involvement in the research, it was not assumed that they were 

assenting to participate (Smith, 2011) in the Starting School Study.  Throughout the data 

collection the researcher remained aware of children’s body language and respected any sign 

of dissent (Ahsan, 2009; Cocks, 2006; Cree, Kay, & Tisdall, 2002; Diekema, 2006).  If children 

seemed disinterested or restless they were offered a break from the activity and on resuming 

their assent to continue was sought. 

Children exercised their right to participate in diverse ways (Hill, 2006).  Even when 

parental consent was given, children exercised their control indirectly, by displaying subtle and 

overt ‘resistance’ in the way they approached and completed research activities (Jokinen, 

Lappalainen, Meriläinen, & Pelkonen, 2002; Morrow, 2001; Sumsion, 2003; Yee & Andrews, 

2006), for example, by responding quietly or briefly answering in monosyllables, or rushing to 

complete their drawing.  Children did not always assent to participate in both the interview 

and drawing activity, with some preferring not to draw.  A child's choice not to participate or 

finish their interview was always respected (Diekema, 2006; National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC), 2008).  Most children were happy to participate in the interview 
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and drawing. However, some children rushed through their drawing and two children chose 

not to complete the interview. 

7.1.6.2 Privacy and confidentiality. 

Privacy and confidentiality of all participants were maintained as part of the ethical 

considerations within this study.  All information and data collected were stored in a locked 

filing cabinet.  They were available only to the researcher and her supervisors.  Access to data 

from the Starting School Study was negotiated with the MESCH research team to ensure that 

the data contributed to the overall project, but did not become subsumed in the broader data 

collection processes of the MECSH trial.  All data were numerically coded to avoid participant 

identification.  The numerical coding system was stored separately from original 

documentation.  Names and any identifying information were removed from materials used in 

final reports or published materials to maintain privacy and confidentiality.  Pseudonyms were 

used where labelling was necessary. 

Confidentiality has become a double edged sword for researchers when involving 

children in research.  Gaining the child’s trust and creating comfortable spaces for children 

takes time and requires the development of a relationship based on trust and rapport.  This 

can be damaged if the researcher reports suspected child abuse or neglect based on the 

information the child shares, with the child feeling that the researcher has breached their trust 

(Campbell, 2008).  It is important that researchers gain children’s understanding of terms such 

as ‘harm’ and ‘confidentiality’ before beginning (France, Bendelow, & Williams, 2000; 

Williamson, Goodenough, Kent, & Ashcroft, 2005).  This does not stop children from disclosing 

such information but may help them to make decisions about disclosure based on knowledge 

of potential consequences (France et al., 2000; Williamson et al., 2005). 
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In the Starting School Study, when seeking children’s assent, the researcher discussed 

the meaning of ‘harm’ and ‘safety’ with each child, explaining that if they talked about a person 

who had hurt or injured them or touched them in a way that made them feel uncomfortable 

that the researcher had an obligation to talk with another adult and seek help for the child.  A 

few children mentioned incidents with other children on the school playground which 

prompted the researcher to discuss safety issues with them.  The researcher informed the child 

that they would talk with their parent so help and support could be provided.  Some children 

felt empowered after talking with the researcher and raised these issues with their parents 

themselves, although the researcher remained present to support the child.  Children 

sometimes used their drawings as a medium to relate the difficulties they were having and 

they shared this with the parent.  One child requested the researcher talk with the parent on 

their behalf (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010) about difficulties he was experiencing with older 

children at school because he felt threatened and unsafe.  Apart from these cases, information 

provided by children in their interviews was not discussed openly with parents by the 

researcher.  However, children often talked with parents about what they had said or drawn in 

their interviews.  Parents were informed they would not receive direct feedback from the 

child’s interview but would receive a report about the overall project upon its completion. 

7.1.6.3 Power issues. 

Researchers need to be cognisant of power issues throughout the research process 

and how power and/or power differentials can change at different stages of the research.  As 

Bhopal (2010) affirms: 

Power is multilayered, dynamic and changing.  As researchers we have to be critical 
of notions of power – who holds it and why and how it affects the research process 
– and we have to question those who speak for and on behalf of marginalised 
communities.  (p. 193) 
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Some aspects of qualitative research attempt to reduce the power differential between 

researcher and participant.  This can create an environment where participants involved in 

interviews can feel safe and comfortable, sharing their beliefs and personal experiences with 

the researcher (Karnieli-Miller, Strier & Pessach, 2009).  Creating an atmosphere of respect and 

comfort during interviews was important in the Starting School Study, as “the feeling of 

intimacy is fuelled by the unstructured, informal, anti-authoritative, and non-hierarchical 

atmosphere in which the qualitative researcher and participants establish their relations in an 

atmosphere of power equality” (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009, p. 280).  However, the researcher 

was aware that power relationships can never be fully equalised in the research process 

(Bhopal, 2009).  “There is a power differential existing in the direction of most research, unless 

an equal partner in the research team, participants do not usually have control over the 

questions, research directions, modes of inquiry, or the knowledge that is produced” 

(Scantlebury, 2005, p. 3). 

In the Starting School Study, underlying power was located with the researcher who 

designed the questions, influenced the direction of interviews and generated knowledge from 

the data collected and in the analyses.  The participants influenced the study by their direct 

participation or withdrawal, their choice of interview location, and the information they 

disclosed.   Children assented to participate in the study and demonstrated their power and 

agency by participating, or choosing not to, in various ways.  Rather than a dichotomous view 

of power lying with the researcher, and the participant seen as ‘powerless’ in the research 

process, power in this study was viewed as “dynamic and relational” (Holland, Renold, Ross, & 

Hillman, 2010, p. 363).  Power relations changed between the researcher and the participants 

throughout the study through the interactions that occurred.  For example, in second 
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interviews, some children showed their control over the activity by organising the table, chairs, 

the paper and drawing materials for the interview, and taking the photograph of their 

drawings.  They also described how they envisaged the interview proceeding, indicating to the 

researcher that they would do some drawing, have a drink, go to the toilet, and then return to 

complete the drawing, something that was not done in the first interviews. 

Power was a consideration in the process of gaining participants’ informed consent.  

Informed consent is one aspect “particularly important in research involving members of 

groups that are commonly characterized as ‘vulnerable’ because of their perceived openness 

to coercion, exploitation or harm by more powerful others” (Crow et al., 2006, p. 84).  The 

association of the Starting School Study with the MECSH trial meant that the established 

relationship of trust and acceptance that existed with families was extended to the researcher, 

who was accepted by families as a member of the MECSH team.  This introduced issues of 

power in approaching and recruiting participants as they may have felt some obligation to the 

MECSH team to continue in the Starting School Study.  The researcher overcame some of this 

sentiment by making clear to participants that the Starting School Study was an independent 

project and they were free to decline the invitation to participate without any repercussions to 

their involvement, and the availability of services, associated with their participation on the 

MECSH trial. 

In addition, participants were accustomed to discussing personal matters with the 

MECSH nurse and would often raise personal matters and parenting concerns in their 

interviews with the researcher, as a trusted member of the MECSH team.  While the research 

role did not involve counselling or advising parents on such matters, the researcher recognised 

the opportunity to assist parents and, in partnership with other MECSH team members, guided 
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parents to seek information from those involved regularly with their family, such as health 

professionals, preschool teachers or speech pathologists, who were better positioned to 

provide accurate information and support to parents or address their concerns. 

Decisions made by the researcher about the collection and use of data reflected a 

further use of power.  The researcher was aware that “every choice the researcher makes (to 

share or not to share, when to share, and what to share) has inherent ethical difficulties” 

(Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009, p. 284).  Participants were offered the opportunity to check 

transcripts of their interviews, but most declined.  Some participants indicated that they felt 

relaxed about being interviewed, but were uncomfortable revisiting the interview.  Some 

participants were concerned about how they would sound because of their language and 

grammatical skills.  These responses reinforce the suggestion that “although sharing transcripts 

might be driven by a desire to empower participants in the process, it can be experienced as 

threatening: underlining speakers’ ungrammatical style and prompting worry over how they 

are represented” (Forbat & Henderson, 2005, p. 1124). 

Other participants saw checking their transcripts as tedious, while still others said they 

were too time-pressured to do so. These parents expressed confidence that there was nothing 

they had expressed that they were not happy to share with others.  Others stated that they 

trusted the researcher to report their ideas accurately.  At the request of one participant, some 

comments expressed during an interview were removed during transcription.  Yet this 

participant did not wish to check the final transcript, confirming her trust in the researcher to 

follow up on the request.  The confidence and trust participants had for the researcher to 

report their stories accurately, and to respect their privacy, were attributed to the rapport that 

had developed with these families from their involvement on the MECSH trial, as well as the 
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particular characteristics of the researcher and the rapport that had developed with families 

during the Starting School Study. 

In health-related research “another problem that participants might experience is the 

difficulty of confronting the researchers’ analysis.  Exposing the analysis to participants who 

lack adequate clinical skills to deal with their reactions to the findings, especially regarding 

sensitive issues, can potentially cause harm” (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009, p. 284).  Participants 

were accustomed to receiving reports of outcomes of the MECSH trial follow-up and several 

parents also requested information about the outcomes of the Starting School Study.  All 

families were sent a generalised report of the results of the study at its completion.  Individual 

information collected as part of the Starting School Study was not shared with participants 

individually although general information about overall responses were given to parents at the 

time of their interviews.  Participating schools were sent a report discussing the results of the 

Starting School Study and highlighting factors that were identified as supporting or hindering 

families living in disadvantage in the transition to school. 

When research involves working with children, issues of power in research 

relationships between adult and child are raised.  Indeed, “the biggest ethical challenge for 

researchers working with children is the disparities in power and status between adults and 

children” (Morrow & Richards, 1996, p. 98).  In an effort to reduce the traditional power roles 

between adults and children, initial interviews were conducted in participants’ homes.  It was 

envisioned that children would feel more comfortable participating within a familiar 

environment, and children often happily showed the researcher around their home indicating 

where they played and proudly showing their toys or belongings.  The researcher was aware 

that interviews were arranged with parents, and children were not directly consulted about the 
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suitability of these visits.  In Phase II, the interviews were completed at school to coincide with 

assessments taking place as part of the larger MECSH project.  This presented several 

challenges for the researcher including negotiating access, working within time constraints to 

fit school routines, and issues of adult-child power relations within the school context. 

Permissions were obtained from school principals for the use of a quiet area to 

conduct the parent and child interviews in the school.  Participating schools were very 

supportive of the research and helpful in finding areas conducive for research activities to 

proceed with minimal interruptions within the busy school environment.  Parents were offered 

alternative contexts for interviews to be conducted, in the hope of sharing some of the power 

in decision making.  Working parents sometimes requested alternative interview locations, and 

interviews were arranged and carried out in suitable locations close to their place of work.  

Most parents felt that interviewing children in the school was convenient for them and the 

child, especially if children engaged in after school activities, and parents felt it less disruptive 

to leisure and home time.  A few parents requested interviews in the home as they felt 

uncomfortable being interviewed at the school, or did not want children missing class time.  

These interviews were arranged with parents and usually coincided with staff development 

days or school holidays when children would be home from school. 

7.1.6.4 Interviewing in the school context. 

Interviewing in the school context raised further issues of power.  Schools were 

recognised as “adult spaces where children have less control” (Punch, 2002a, p.  328) than 

other spaces such as home; where children are required to follow rules and routines 

established by and under adult control.  At most times, the research activities were done away 

from the child’s classroom environment in an effort to provide some distance between the 
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researcher and the classroom situation.  Gallagher, Haywood, Jones and Milne (2010, p. 475) 

raised awareness that:  

Problems of (mis)understanding are especially relevant in educational settings, 
where children are routinely expected to listen, pay attention and affirm that they 
have understood.  In school, a degree of stigma may be attached to admitting that 
one does not understand, or needs further explanation. 

 

By creating a different context from the classroom in the interview area, it was hoped that 

children would feel relaxed and would not regard the interviews as school work.  The 

researcher also created some rapport with the child by beginning the interviews with a 

conversation about neutral things, like pets, that are unrelated to the school context.  This 

made the tone of the interview conversational, helping to reduce some of the adult power in 

adult-child interactions in the school context. 

The challenge of choosing appropriate settings for interviewing within the school 

environment has been faced by other researchers (David, Edwards, & Alldred, 2001; 

Darbyshire, MacDougall, & Schiller, 2005; Goodenough, Williamson, Kent, & Ashcroft, 2003; 

Jones, 2008) who acknowledged that spaces afford children “different types and levels of 

participation” (Malone, 2006, p. 19).  Meeting this challenge was not an easy process especially 

when time with children was limited (Kellet & Ding, 2004; Punch, 2002b; Sumsion, 2003).  

However, Graue and Walsh (1998, p. 57) believe the challenge for researchers is treating 

children “as children but in a way that adults normally do not treat children.”  The researcher 

found this particularly important in the school context where children are often required to 

follow adult instructions (Punch, 2002a) and rules and routines without questioning them, as a 

sign of acceptable behaviour (David et al., 2001).  Indeed, “children are used to having much of 

their lives dominated by adults, they tend to expect adults’ power over them and they are not 
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used to being treated as equals by adults” (Punch, 2002a, p. 324).  Attempts to empower 

children in the research were made by treating children differently from the ways they were 

usually treated in the classroom. 

For example, children were allowed freedom in the interview room to move around, sit 

where they wanted and to have breaks when they felt they needed them.  During their 

individual interviews, two children wanted to go back to their classroom and they were 

escorted back to class by the researcher, but once they had seen their classmates and what 

they were doing these children requested to return to the interview area and complete the 

research task.  Providing children with the opportunity to control the interview by seeing the 

classroom encouraged them to feel relaxed, and reassured them that they were not missing 

out on anything and their class would be waiting when the interview was completed. 

 A pathway for children’s agency was created by respecting their requests and 

acknowledging their feelings during the interview process.  These experiences helped the 

researcher to “move beyond constructing and reconstructing children’s experiences based 

upon adult-centred ideals” (Balen et al., 2006).  Rather than children feeling they had to 

participate because an adult wanted them to be involved in the research, the researcher 

encouraged children to participate because their knowledge and experience of making the 

transition to school were valuable and important to help others understand what it was like for 

them. 

When beginning the second interview, children were reminded of their first interview 

at home.  The researcher hoped to re-establish some rapport and assist children to understand 

that the information they had provided in that interview was important to the researcher and 

had been retained.  Children were often shown their previous drawing on the researcher’s 
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laptop to reinforce the value of their contributions.  This also provided a prompt for children to 

recall the researcher visiting their home and helped them to reconnect with the researcher and 

the research activities.  The use of drawings as a concrete and specific retrieval cue for 

children’s memories has been shown to be reliable and effective (Salmon, 2001).  While there 

was the potential that children’s responses in the follow up interview may be biased by viewing 

their previous drawing, it was considered more valuable to use them as a cue for determining 

children’s understandings from the first interview through to their present experiences in 

school.  In addition, it was felt that making the child feel comfortable and familiar with the 

interview activities, and the researcher, outweighed the effects of introducing bias. 

The researcher aimed to help children feel comfortable, in order to open pathways for 

them to participate actively in the research.  In line with Shier (2001), the researcher hoped to 

move children beyond the level of being listened to, to being supported to express their views 

and have their perspective taken into account in the research.  Children were encouraged to 

make decisions about what they wanted included in the study and worked as partners with the 

researcher to interpret the information they provided.  It was anticipated that children would 

become active in the research through the use of techniques that were familiar and 

comfortable, and would choose to draw. However, it was recognised that “some children … are 

particularly inhibited by a lack of artistic competence and may not consider drawing to be a fun 

method” (Punch, 2002a, p. 331). 

The aim of including children’s drawings was to generate “rich visual illustrations which 

directly show[ed] how children see their world” (Punch, 2002a, p. 331) and represent it.  

Children were always offered the option of not drawing in the research activity.  In the initial 

interview the researcher provided children with pencils for drawing.  However, in the second 
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interview textas were provided so the images could be reproduced with better resolution and 

clarity using photography.  While this appeared a simple change for practical reasons by the 

researcher, children saw the use of textas as symbolic of greater status in the researcher’s 

eyes, as textas were only used at school by adults and older children. 

Another example of status involved an interview using the school principal’s office.  

The researcher wanted children to feel comfortable in the research activity and so the venue 

for the research activities was always considered carefully.  Some areas of the school are more 

comfortable for children than others.  As such, the principal’s office was not considered an 

optimal choice for interviews, due to the possible negative connotations this context could 

have for some children.  However, it was the only quiet space available in some schools at the 

time the interviews were scheduled.  Children, however, saw the office as a place of status and 

were happy to sit in the principal’s seat for their interviews.  Adults should not assume that 

children’s reactions to aspects of involvement in research will be the same for all children.  In 

addition, adults’ need to be aware that their perceptions of children influence the way they 

interact with children.  Punch (2002a) reminds us that: 

Children … may have different characteristics from adults.  For example, their use of 
language and their understanding of the world may differ from adults… most often 
the reasons are a result of adults’ perceptions and treatment of children in adult 
society and because of children’s structural positioning and least often because 
children are inherently different.  (p. 330) 

 

Involving children in respectful and appropriate ways, while adjusting for the 

constraints of time that were unavoidable in the school context, presented some challenges for 

the researcher.  In particular, the researcher was aware that in research with children, the 

question is “not whether children have an opinion or have information at their disposal, but 

how we [as adults] can talk to children in order to find out their opinions or obtain that 
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information” (Delfos, 2001, p. 33).  Important underlying principle of this study involved 

creating appropriate spaces for children to participate and working to ensure their opinions 

and views were documented and acknowledged. 

7.1.6.5 Researching with Families Living in Disadvantage. 

Researching inevitably means investigating “sensitive” topics with “vulnerable, 

disadvantaged, and marginalised groups” (Liamputtong, 2007, p. 2).  Researching sensitive 

topics may involve participant “disclosure of behaviours or attitudes which would normally be 

kept private and personal, which might result in offence or lead to social censure or 

disapproval, and/or which might cause the respondent discomfort to express” (Wellings, 

Branigan, & Mitchell, 2000, p. 256).  Investigating the experiences of children and families in 

the transition to school may not seem to be a “sensitive” research topic.  However, children 

are considered to be a vulnerable population in society (Quest & Marco, 2003; Stone, 2003) 

often subject to “discrimination, intolerance, subordination, and stigma” (Nyamathi, 1998, p. 

65). 

Families living in disadvantage can experience marginalisation and stigmatisation 

(Cozzarelli et al., 2001).  The transition to school was considered a sensitive topic for these 

families because it had the potential to raise issues, concerns and emotions about their 

parenting role and capacity to provide for their family.  Sometimes in interviews, issues can be 

raised that cause participants to focus on particular aspects of their experiences and make 

them more aware of their circumstances.  As parents and children were invited to share their 

unique and personal stories, there was the potential that sensitive issues may be raised.  The 

researcher was aware that families and children may require help when dealing with the 

emotions that accompanied their recollection of experiences and support services were 
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arranged, in consultation with the MECSH research assistant-nurse, if families required 

additional support.   

Participants may also gain something from the research if “a greater emphasis is 

placed on reciprocity” in research (Eder & Fingerson, 2002, p. 185).  The direct benefits to 

participants involved in this study were experienced through the support and services provided 

through the MECSH project.  Families and children contributed to the research to assist the 

researcher in gaining an understanding of their experiences of transition to school.  This could 

potentially assist other families and children living in similar circumstances.  In this study, 

children retained their drawings as a record of their experiences and thoughts as they made 

the transition to school, with the researcher seeking permission for and retaining a photograph 

of the drawing.  Following completion of the study participants received a final report of the 

results as a sign of respect and recognition of their participation (Liamputtong, 2007).  This let 

families and children know that the knowledge and information they shared was important 

and acknowledged by the researcher and others in the research community.   

Due to the trusting relationship, and the stress some families and children were 

experiencing in their lives, the researcher was also seen as a form of personal support by 

families (Konza, 2005).  Some parents expressed concerns that the researcher was attending 

the home to assess aspects of their parenting or lifestyle.  Previous negative experiences with 

institutions and social support agencies were reported by some parents.  The researcher was 

sensitive to these issues and reassured families that her role was to talk about the transition to 

school experience with the family.  While the role of the researcher was not to counsel 

participants, where emotional or sensitive issues arose during participation in the research, the 

researcher provided the necessary initial support and mediation to ensure that participants 
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received adequate follow-up. The researcher drew on the experience of the research 

assistant/nurse, who attended all interviews, if situations arose that warranted support to the 

family.  The research assistant/nurse was in the unique position to provide this support, having 

background knowledge and an understanding of the family’s personal situation, and an 

established relationship with the family.  Further, the research assistant/nurse had knowledge 

of local support services and assisted the participants to seek additional help through suitable 

professional health and community services when needed.  The researcher acted sensitively to 

ensure the well-being of participants so that families and children did not experience any 

additional emotional distress from participating on the study.  Sensitive researchers are 

committed to giving voice to the vulnerable as it is often the first step to empowerment for 

them (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2000).  The researcher built a relationship with the participants, 

based on rapport and trust and this acted as the basis for understanding their experiences 

(Fontana & Frey, 2005). 

When the researcher connects with the interviewee, the interview can be experienced 

more as a ‘social event’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).  It is 

particularly important that the researcher pays critical attention to the interviewee’s 

understandings of the questions being asked, rather than the researcher’s intended meaning, 

noting this perspective in responses.  This “perspective awareness”, along with the 

researcher’s ethical considerations, is paramount to the analysis of interviews as social 

practices (Wallerstedt, Pramling, & Samuelsson, 2011, p. 176).  Responses of interviews, as 

social practices, are analysed as a “negotiation of meaning” between the interviewee and the 

researcher (Wallerstedt et al., 2011, p. 175).  A reflexive relationship is developed, with the 

researcher recognising their role and contribution to the understandings obtained in the 
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interview (Punch, 2002a).  The researcher is urged "to explore the ways in which a researcher's 

involvement with a particular study influences, acts upon and informs such research" 

(Nightingale and Cromby, 1999, p. 228), acknowledging “the intersubjective creation of 

meaning and understanding” (Angen, 2000, p. 383). 

Rapport and trust are particularly important when researching with children and where 

the researcher seeks to understand the child’s view (Fontana & Frey, 2005). It is important to 

clarify children’s meaning and understanding because “children’s perspectives can differ from 

those of adults (…) to a significant extent” (Morrow, 2003, p.117). 

7.1.6.6 Researching with Children.  

There is growing emphasis on involving children as active participants in research 

(Cairns, 2001; Clavering & MacLaughlin, 2010; Dockett & Perry, 2007d; Kellett & Ding, 2004; 

Smith, 2007).  Integral to this agenda have been efforts by researchers to access children’s 

knowledge, perspectives and interests through interactions with children themselves 

(Christensen & James, 2008).  Historically, research has often focused on learning about 

children’s experiences and understandings from secondary sources such as parents, rather 

than researching with children. Even when information pertaining to children’s views and 

experiences has been gathered, adult opinions have often been used to verify them and, in 

some instances, to take precedence over children’s opinions. 

When children’s perspectives have been sought in research, they have often only been 

used to illustrate the adult perspective, and discounted if they differ or do not add to 

information given by adults.  Children’s views have on occasion, been collected “to atomise 

and process them through the grid of adult designed research” (Alderson, 1995, p. 40), with 

the consequence that interpretation of children’s perspectives has often been done through 
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adult eyes.  That is, adults think they understand what children intend, without clarifying their 

adult interpretations of the information children have provided, with the children.  Information 

provided by children can be undervalued or dismissed because it is not thought to contribute 

to what is important. 

Involving children in research is a way to advocate for things that are important for 

them.  Children need to be actively involved in research if the meaning they intend is to be 

understood by adults, and understandings are to promote change that is relevant to children.  

As Theis (1996) explains: 

Children…are social actors in their own social, economic and cultural contributions 
to society.  A child-centered  [sic]approach builds on children’s potential, capacity 
and capability and seeks to actively involve children in research, implementation, 
awareness raising and advocacy work’.  (p. 1) 

 

Listening to children's experiences and viewpoints portrays children as social actors, rather 

than “passive recipients of adult socialisation” (O'Kane, 2000, p. 136).  Active involvement of 

children in research entails more than just gaining the child’s perspective and including 

children’s voices in the research.  It repositions the child as a subject rather than an object in 

the research (Alderson, 2000; Alderson & Morrow 2004;  Smith, 2011) whereby children’s 

views and experiences are legitimised and the child is seen as a social actor (Christensen & 

James, 2008; Christensen & Prout, 2002; Mason & Hood, 2011; Smith, 2007, 2011). “If children 

are seen as competent social actors, then they have the right and the ability to act as 

participants” (Skelton, 2008, p. 27). 

Children enjoy expressing their ideas and views when others listen to them (Skuse & 

Ward, 2003), especially when their views are acknowledged and acted upon.  Listening to 

children makes them feel valued and respected.  In line with the participation rights of children 
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documented in the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 

1989), children have the right to be educated, involved, consulted, and their opinions heard 

and recognised as valid on matters that affect their lives.  Children making the transition to 

school have viewpoints and understandings of what is occurring (Dockett & Perry, 2004b, 

2005c; Margetts, 2008) that can provide valuable insight into practices and processes that can 

support children and lead to positive transitional experiences.  

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) has signified a critical 

shift in thinking about participation in relationships between children and adults.  Pais (2000) 

elaborates: 

Parents, teachers, caregivers and others interacting with children evolve from mere 
providers, protectors or advocates to negotiators and facilitators.  They are 
expected to create spaces and promote processes designed to enable and empower 
children to express views, to be consulted, to influence decisions.  (p. 94) 

 

This has become important in research relating to the transition to school, as children’s 

perspectives differ from the perspectives of adults (Dockett & Perry, 2007c). An ongoing 

challenge for adults is to recognise and respond to such differences by understanding:  

The child’s evolving capacity represents just one side of the equation, the other 
involves adults’ evolving capacity and willingness to listen to and learn from their 
children, to understand and consider the child’s point of view, to be willing to re-
examine their own opinions and attitudes and to envisage solutions that address 
children’s views.  (Pais, 2000, p. 96)  

 

7.1.7 Summary of aims. 

Drawing attention to the experiences of the transition to school for parents and 

children living in disadvantage can progress comprehension of the nature of transition and lead 

to a better understanding of what is important for those involved.  Using the Theory of 

Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) as a framework, aspects of the self, situation, supports and 
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strategies utilised by families and children living in disadvantage can be identified, and 

similarities in experiences sought, to understand factors that may have assisted or hindered a 

successful school transition for these families and children. 

The Starting School Study explored the overall experiences of transition to school for a 

group of families and children living in a community characterised by disadvantage.  It sought 

to identify the factors that assisted or hindered these families and children over the transition 

to school and to identify the ways in which they managed the opportunities, changes and 

challenges having a child start school. To achieve these aims, the study analysed parent’s 

perceptions of their child’s experiences, as well as children’s own reports of starting school. 

Throughout the study ethical and methodological aspects of involving families and children 

living in disadvantaged communities in research were also considered. 
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8 Data Analysis  

8.1 Overview 

The Starting School Study drew upon several sources of data to investigate the 

experiences of transition to school for families and children living in a disadvantaged 

community. Data sources included: interview with parents and children; children’s drawings; 

children’s responses on a short questionnaire; and parents and teachers responses on the SDQ 

for study participants, obtained from the larger pool of MECSH data. 

8.1.1 Interview transcripts. 

All interviews were transcribed by the researcher.  A grounded theory approach 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) using a social constructivist perspective (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 

2006) was used to code transcripts, focusing on social interactions and social contexts, and 

acknowledging the influence they have on learning and thinking.  NVivo 8 was used to manage 

the categorising and classifying of data.  Both confirming and negating evidence in participant 

responses were categorised to identify the presence of factors that may support or hinder 

positive transitions to school.  Reliability checks on the classification and categories used within 

data for the initial phase of the study were performed by an independent researcher who 

reviewed the transcripts and independently coded the interview materials. A coding 

framework was used with coding from both sources compared. Each coder had identified the 

same material within the same categories/subcategories. Where differences existed they were 

in the number of words coded from each participant and not in the coding category assigned. 

These differences in coding were discussed and agreement reached to ensure consistency and 

reliability in coding interview materials.  Data analysis utilised four levels of coding: open 

coding, axial coding, selective coding and the development of theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   
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Interview data were transcribed and then open coding was used to determine 

commonalities that reflected overall themes.  Overall groups of similar responses were then 

developed from the data forming subcategories.  Axial coding was employed to restructure and 

rename subcategories, and group them into main categories, ensuring relevance and 

congruence in each, and to enable interconnections between categories and subcategories to 

be identified.  A storyline was developed by linking categories and subcategories to describe 

what was happening in the experience of transition to school for the families and children. The 

following section discusses the categories and how comparisons were able to be drawn 

between the two groups using the NVivo program.   

8.1.2 Outline of Categories.  

Eight main categories were identified from the interview data: preparation activities; 

indicators of ‘readiness’; the child’s experiences and attitudes to school; school start and the 

parent; issues and concerns raised by parents or children about school; parental hopes and 

dreams for the child; top tips for new parents; and children’s experiences and attitudes. Seven 

of these main categories related predominantly to parents’ responses, with the category of 

children’s experiences and attitudes to school relating to both parents and children’s 

responses.  These eight categories were generated from the initial coding of 290 subcategories. 

Grouping of these subcategories according to like themes resulted in the eight broad 

categories identified above. 

Under the category of preparation activities, parents’ responses were initially grouped 

around practical and notional ways of preparing children for school. The term notional was 

used to refer to the expression of ideas or consisting of ideas around ways to prepare the child. 

From this, comments about material things parents were getting ready for children, such as 
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“we’ve got her uniform and we’ve got her school bag”, were coded in the practical preparation 

category under the subcategory of equipment and uniforms.  Parents also referred to finding 

out information about the school from friends, neighbours, and the school itself.   Some 

parents reported finding out about the school at the local shopping centre when “a lady there 

with all booklets and information about all different schools, local schools … gave me some 

paperwork on the school”.  These responses illustrate the subcategory of ‘information sources 

about school’.  Subcategories of practical preparation activities also included parent reports of 

children visiting the school and/or having contact with teachers; “They got the couple of 

teachers there that might be their Kindergarten teachers for next year.  So they know the 

Kindergarten teachers already…She’s met them.  Just doesn’t know what one she’s got at the 

moment.” 

Participants also identified several aspects of preparation which differed from the 

practical ways of preparing children and were eventually defined as notional preparation 

activities.  Notional activities involved preparing the child by talking about starting school with 

the child and/or about what would happen when they started at school, with a focus on 

preparing the child socially, behaviourally and cognitively, rather than in a physical or tangible 

sense.  These comments were classified under the subcategory of notional preparation 

activities, and subdivided into specific areas of discussion, such as school behaviour, friends, 

and learning.  These areas reflected the topics children and parents talked about in the lead up 

to the child starting school, such as being on time for the school bell: “When the bell ring[s] 

you have to be there you can't be late.” Another subcategory, home activities, was subdivided 

to identify specific activities parents were doing with children or encouraging children to do 

before they started in the school context such as sitting at a desk and drawing, counting and 
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completing worksheets.  Another preparation activity identified by parents included children’s 

attendance at orientation or transition programs, classified as a notional activity because they 

aimed to prepare children socially, behaviourally and cognitively for the start of school. 

Overall, categorisation allowed calculations of percentages for the number of 

respondents in each category and subcategory, and then comparisons were able to be drawn 

across the intervention and comparison interview data from parents and children.  Some 

subcategories pertained to data collected from either parents or children while other 

subcategories were represented in both parent and child responses.  However, within NVivo, 

analysis was able to be focused on the responses from particular groups at each of the time 

points.  This allowed questions to be asked of the data pertaining to parents at poststart only 

or to compare the responses from parents before and after children started school. 

8.1.2.1 Comparative Analysis 

While the study was designed as an exploratory study of the transitional experiences of 

children and families living in disadvantage, it was also intended to be a comparative study of 

the two groups of MECSH families.  Comparisons were made between intervention and 

comparison families to determine the impact from the intervention on families and children in 

the transition to school.  The comparison was based on identifying similarities and/or 

differences across the coding.  Where differences between the two groups were noted in 

subcategories, further selective coding was undertaken to determine if a qualitative difference 

was evident in responses. 

8.1.2.2 Children’s drawings  

Children’s drawings were analysed in conjunction with their verbal comments and 

interpretations of the drawings.  The elements children identified in their drawings were 
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categorised within the Nvivo program, with coding categories devised from the children’s 

explanations.  Five categories were devised: buildings and contextual items; feelings; people; 

personal elements; and a mixed category for other elements of children’s drawings.  Overall 

numbers and percentages were calculated to determine the most utilised elements in 

children’s drawings and the meanings children attached to these elements.  Analysis involved 

determining the number of children using particular elements in their drawings and using 

additional information from interview materials to determine the significance of these 

elements for children and their experiences of transition. 

8.1.2.3 Structured Child interview  

Responses to the structured child interview were coded according to each question, so 

that children’s responses became the subcategories.  For example, responses to the question 

do you usually do what the teacher tells you to?” were coded at ‘Yes’ or ‘No/Sometimes’.  

Children’s responses were then collated and the number of children responding in each 

subcategory calculated for the relevant question.  Overall responses were linked with other 

information from interview materials to gain an understanding of what was happening for 

children in the school context.  

8.1.2.4 SDQ data for parents and teachers 

SDQ data collected on the MECSH trial from parents and teachers were analysed for 

the families and children participating on the Starting School Study.  Five domains were used to 

assess children’s emotions, behaviours and relationships in comparison to the population 

norms for Australian children for the SDQ instrument.  Raw scores were calculated and 

compared for children.  
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9 Results and Discussion 

9.1 Overview 

The results are presented in consecutive chapters containing several sections and 

subsections.  This chapter reports responses from parents, using categories and subcategorises 

identified through grounded theory.  Comparative analyses are presented to explore any 

similarities and differences between the MECSH intervention and comparison groups of 

parents.  Child responses are presented in the following chapter, along with comparisons of the 

results for children in intervention and comparison groups.  Chapter 11 discusses the parents 

and teacher results for the SDQ data collected as part of the MECSH trial.  As well as exploring 

the experiences of transition to school for this group of families and children, evidence of 

impact for the MECSH trial are discussed, with the aim of drawing attention to the potential 

impact of the intervention at the time of the transition to school. 

9.2 Results: Parent Interviews 

9.2.1 Overview. 

Initial coding of data from parent and children’s interviews identified approximately 

290 categories and subcategories.  Parents’ responses relating their experiences of transition 

to school were categorised into seven main areas.  These areas were: preparation activities; 

indicators of readiness; school start and the parent; issues and concerns raised by parents; 

parental hopes and dreams for the child, top tips for new parents starting a child at school; and 

children’s experiences and attitudes to school reported by parents .  This section discusses 

parental responses according to these categories.  Some categories and subcategories have 

information recorded at one time point only -prestart or poststart only - as information 

gathered was relevant only at that particular time point. For all tables presenting parent results 
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in this chapter, the overall number of respondents is 57, the total number of families 

interviewed in the Starting School Study.  Not all 57 families provided data in every response 

category.  Tables report sources of information (that is, the number of parents who referred to 

items in the relevant categories and subcategories), rather than frequencies of mention in 

specific categories and subcategories.  This provides an overview of the issues mentioned 

across the groups, rather than reporting frequencies, which can be skewed when some items 

are mentioned often by a single source.  In some categories respondents may have indicated 

two or more areas in their responses and these were coded accordingly.  Subcategories are 

organised alphabetically, rather than in hierarchical value, within tables. Percentages are given 

that are reflective of the total group (n=57). 

Finally, each category was subdivided into the responses from parents in the 

comparison group (CP) and the intervention group (IP).  Results were calculated as percentages 

of the total comparison group (nCP= 30) or intervention group (nIP= 27).  Comparisons in the 

results between groups were made and the results are presented. 

9.3 Preparation Activities  

Parents, in their prestart interviews, described activities they were doing with their 

children to prepare them for school.  These activities included a combination of things parents 

had been doing for some time, such as talking about the child starting at school -as well as 

more recent activities, such as enrolling the child at school and purchasing equipment for 

school.  Parents also spoke about what they intended to do before the child started at school 

including attending an orientation day, purchasing the school uniform, or visiting the school 

with the child.  These things sometimes had not occurred by the time of the first interview, but 

were scheduled to occur before the start of school. 



145 

 

The category of preparation activities was divided into two subcategories: practical 

activities and notional activities.  Responses were coded as practical preparation if they 

involved preparing children in a physical way for school, such as buying equipment for school 

or obtaining information about the school.  Notional activities involved preparing children for 

the social, cognitive and behavioural changes and included home activities to support the child 

in the transition to school.  In addition, notional activities also included the child’s attendance 

or scheduled attendance at an orientation or transition program in preparation for school as 

the activities utilised by these programs moved beyond the practical preparation of children 

for school to influence their behaviour and understandings of school.  Orientation programs 

differed from a school visit as programs were organised by the school as part of a formal 

introduction of the child and family to the school context while school visits encompassed ad 

hoc attendances to collect and return enrolment forms, the parent taking the child to the 

school to organise other children already attending school, or formal meetings with the 

principal concerning enrolments. 

9.3.1 Practical activities. 

Parents identified the practical activities they had undertaken to assist their child in the 

preparation for school.  Parents’ responses were subdivided according to the nature of the 

activity.  The results are presented in Table 9-1.   
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Table 9-1. Practical Activities of School Preparation Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents  

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents  

Equipment and Uniform 18 32 1 2 

Information sources about school 5 9 49 86 

Information usefulness 1 2 45 79 

School visit 37 65 4 7 

Teacher contact 49 86 3 5 

 

The activities noted occurred prior to the child starting at school.  The subcategories 

described specific activities.  Equipment and uniform related to aspects of preparing the 

equipment children needed for school, such as lunchboxes, drink bottles and backpacks, and 

purchasing the school uniform.  Information sources related to parents explaining whether 

they had information about the school and how they acquired the information, and whether 

they thought the information received had been useful.  The school visit included any time the 

child had spent visiting the school such as when collecting enrolment packages with parents or 

when taking siblings to school or waiting for them after school.  Teacher contact involved any 

contact the child had with a teacher in the school, not necessarily their class teacher as these 

often were not decided until the beginning of the school year. 

In prestart interviews, 49 parents (86%) reported having contact with a teacher at the 

school prior to the child formally starting school.  Children were also reported by 37 parents 

(65%) to have visited the school for various reasons including to: pick up or drop siblings to 

school; collect enrolment forms from the school; or go on an informal tour of the school with a 
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teacher or parent.  Other activities included: purchasing equipment and uniforms (18 parents, 

32%), and seeking information about the school (five parents, 9%).  The low response rate for 

some of the subcategories was an indication that families had not yet completed orientation 

programs at the time of the prestart interviews, rather than parents being unconcerned about 

these things.  Some parents were also awaiting letters of confirmation of enrolment from the 

school before starting a program, a factor hindering preparation activities. 

In prestart interviews, parents were also asked how they found out about the school 

the child was to attend.  This question was also asked in poststart interviews to capture 

retrospectively this information from parents who had not attended orientation to school 

sessions at the time of the prestart interview.  Forty nine parents (86%) indicated that 

enrolment packages and information given at orientation meetings were their main source of 

information about the school.  Other sources of information, and sometimes misinformation, 

about schools included child care staff, friends, and neighbours.  Three parents mentioned the 

internet, a brochure or promotional advertisements on the radio as additional sources of 

information about the school.  Information parents had received was considered useful by 49 

parents (86%).  However, some indicated that while useful, it was sometimes a lot to take in, 

even though they were given material to revisit at home.  A small number of parents were still 

using this written material at the time of the poststart interview, predominantly to double 

check school information, such as canteen pricing or times for whole school assemblies. 

Comparisons of these results for CP and IP showed 12 CP (40%) focused on uniform 

and equipment in preparation compared with six IP (22%) in prestart interviews mainly in 

reference to organising the uniform for school start. One IP (4%) mentioned school uniform 

and equipment for school in the poststart interview. Information sources were mentioned by 
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28 CP (93%) and 22 IP (81%) mainly in poststart interviews.  Parents in both groups mentioned 

similar sources of information.  Twenty three CP (77%) and 22 IP (81%) also responded that the 

information was useful.  Parents who did not find the information useful indicated that: it had 

not provided enough information to help them make the decision to start the child at school 

(one CP, 3%); the parent had already had a child at school (one CP, 3%); and the most helpful 

information came from parents who already had children at school (one CP, 3%).  Two IP (7%) 

thought the information was helpful but was really targeted for parents who had not 

previously had a child start school.  Twenty one CP (70%) and 16 IP (59%) reported that the 

child had visited the school before the official start of school.  Twenty six CP (87%) and 23 IP 

(85%) also reported that children had met a teacher in the school.  One CP (3%) and one IP 

(4%) indicated their child had not met a teacher prior to starting school. 

9.3.2 Notional activities. 

9.3.2.1 Topics of discussions about school.   

In the category of notional activities, parents identified particular topics in discussions 

about school with children.  Topics concerned aspects of school that parents thought were 

important for the child to know prior to starting school; no poststart results are shown.  

Discussion topics were varied and divided into seven subcategories relating to adjustment, 

dispositions environment, knowledge, physical attributes, rules and skills (Table 9-2). 
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Table 9-2.Topics of Discussions About School Reported by Parents at Prestart Interviews (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of parents referring 
to items in each sub/category 

Percentage of total 
number of parents 

Topics of discussions about school 55 97 

Adjustment 42 74 

Behaviour 11 19 

Finish work 1 2 

Listen and do what teacher says 8 14 

Lunch 16 28 

Not as much singing and dancing 1 2 

Routines 14 25 

Teacher 9 16 

Transport - way to school 6 11 

Uniform and equipment 11 19 

Dispositions 19 33 

Bullying 1 2 

Friends 15 26 

Fun 6 11 

Environment 26 46 

Activities 17 30 

Bell 3 5 

Canteen 3 5 

Physical aspects of Environment  2 4 

Hours 8 14 

Family 16 28 

Siblings - relative at school 16 28 

Knowledge 19 33 

Academic 11 19 

Learn 14 25 

Physical attributes 8 14 

Big - Grown Up 8 14 

Rules 1 2 

Punishment 1 2 

Skills 7 12 

Self-care 6 11 

Stranger danger 1 2 
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The main topic of discussion with children about school reported by parents focused 

on adjustment.  In this subcategory conversations related to expectations for behaviour at 

school, aspects of school work, routines, lunchtime and the teacher.  Overall, 42 parents (74%) 

spoke to their children about an aspect of adjustment.  Parents talked to children about 

expectations of behaviour at school highlighting a need for children “to be good at school and 

listen to the teacher.”  Parents also talked with children about school routines reporting, 

“We’ve talked about her having her recess, lunch and big lunch and that sort of thing.” 

Other topics of discussion highlighted several other aspects of school.  The school 

environment was discussed with children by 26 parents (46%).  Parents spoke about activities 

children would do at school, the hours of school, and the bell.  “When the bell rings you have 

to be there you can't be late.  If you're late, the door’s closed.  You can't get in.” Parents also 

talked about the canteen and other physical aspects of the environment with their children.  

“We've talked about the school and the new toilets and new classroom and new area that he's 

gonna play in.”  Dispositions (19 parents, 33%) were also discussed as parents talked with 

children about making friends, having fun at school, and what children should do if bullied at 

school.  Another topic of discussion was family, with 16 parents (28%) talking about siblings, 

“I’ve told him he is going to be with his brothers” or relatives, “he’s got his big cousin there” 

that would be at school with the child.  Knowledge and learning were topics discussed by 

parents (19 parents, 33 %) highlighting the children learning the alphabet and numbers; 

reading, writing, and spelling. 

Comparisons of the results of the topics of discussion about school showed that 29 CP 

(97%) and 26 IP (96%) reported their conversations with the focus child about starting school.  

The main topics of discussion for CP were lunch (nine CP, 30%), routines (nine CP, 30%), friends 
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(eight CP, 27%) and what the child would learn at school (eight CP, 27%).  The main topics for IP 

differed slightly with siblings and relatives reported by 10 IP (37%), followed by friends (seven 

IP, 26%), and lunch (seven IP, 26%).  The teacher was also reported by parents as being talked 

about more by IP (three CP, 10%; six IP, 22%).  The emphasis was slightly more directed at 

practical aspects of starting school for CP and relationship aspects of starting school for IP but 

the number of parents reporting is small. 

9.3.2.2 Home activities.   

Parents provided information about activities children were doing at home that related 

to preparing or starting children at school (Table 9-3). 
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Table 9-3.  Children’s Home Activities in Preparation for School Start Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number of 

parents 

Home Activities 51 89 1 2 

Craft 7 12 0 0 

Academically focused  40 70 1 2 

Intervention 3 5 0 0 

Lunches 2 4 1 2 

Music 1 2 0 0 

Occupational therapy 2 4 0 0 

Organised sports 1 2 0 0 

Play 5 9 0 0 

Routines 10 18 1 2 

Self-Care 1 2 1 2 

Speech therapy 2 4 0 0 

Uniform 3 5 1 2 

 

Forty parents (70%) reported involving their children in academically focused activities 

at home prior to starting school, such as reading, writing, spelling and exploring word 

meanings, as well as teaching children the alphabet song, letters and numbers.  In addition, 

parents mentioned purchasing or acquiring Kindergarten workbooks for children to use at 

home.  These workbooks focused on mathematics and literacy activities, which parents 

thought children would be doing at school.  Ten parents (18%) also reported practising routines 

at home in preparation for school.  The routine of getting ready in the morning for school, or 

doing homework in the afternoon with siblings, were two routines children engaged in at 

home.  Parents also made lunches and packed them in lunch boxes for children at home, to get 
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them used to opening lunch boxes and sandwich wrappings independently.  One parent 

highlighted activities involving routines by reporting, “we just practice like I’ll be the teacher, 

let him you know sit, you know what I mean, get him used to that.” 

After children had started at school there was a shift in the focus of home activities.  

Parents reported focusing on specific tasks and activities that were assigned by the class 

teacher for homework, particularly literacy tasks such as reading.  Once children started school, 

parents reported a shift in responsibility, with the teacher now regarded as responsible for 

setting tasks to support learning, such as homework and reading.  The role of parents shifted to 

supporting children by helping them complete these set tasks. 

Comparing CP and IP in prestart interviews, there were 27 CP (90%) and 24 IP (89%) 

who reported engaging in activities at home with the child to prepare them for school.  Mainly 

similarities existed between the two groups in types and nature of activities with a slight 

difference in the way CP spoke about routines when compared with IP.  Routines were 

mentioned by seven CP (23%) and three IP (11%) with both groups mentioning doing 

homework with siblings.  However, CP also mentioned the routines of getting dressed and 

ready for school, and packing and practicing eating from a lunchbox at home.  The three IP also 

talked about them role-playing the teacher so the child could practice sitting and listening, the 

establishment of an earlier bedtime routine and supporting the preparation done at the 

preschool by the child practicing the alphabet and writing her name. 

9.3.2.3 Orientation or transition programs. 

Fifty-three parents (93%) reported that their children had attended an orientation or a 

transition program before starting school.  Most programs provided an orientation for the child 

to the school and classroom context, and an opportunity to meet the Kindergarten teachers or 
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a teacher in the school.  These programs were referred to as orientation programs or 

orientation days, and varied in length and duration.  Some programs involved two to four 

sessions of a few hours at school, while others had half day or full day sessions over a four to 

six week period depending on staffing and the school’s philosophy on orientation/transition. 

Parents reported the benefits of the programs to children, in helping children know 

where to go, what the classroom was like, and what would happen when they started school.  

Parents also reported children bringing drawings and information home from these sessions 

and being keen to return to participate in activities at ‘big’ school.  A few parents spoke about 

more intensive programs, referred to as transition to school programs, which occurred over 

one or more school terms and involved school activities and routines that were more 

structured.  One parent spoke about a transition program that involved the child attending one 

day per week over the period of a year where the curriculum covered interaction skills such as: 

turn taking, academic skills such as handwriting and letter recognition; and aspects of self-care 

such as toileting, care of own possessions and managing to open lunch boxes and items within 

them.  These were activities designed to assist the child to be more independent at school and 

interact socially with other children and adults.  In poststart interviews, parents who spoke 

about orientation and transition programs praised their value in helping children.  Overall, 50 

parents (88%) identified aspects of programs they felt were beneficial to children as they 

started school. 

One parent noted: 

It made her more familiar with the school area itself like the buildings and that sort 
of thing.  She met a couple of the teachers that were gonna be there … a few of the 
children that were gonna be in her class … so I think she was a little bit more 
comfortable with it … 
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And another parent summed up the benefits as being: 

Just the whole atmosphere.  Of being here and ‘okay well this is what I’m gonna be 
doing, this is where I’m gonna be’.  And getting used to the teachers… to the bell, 
the routine.  I mean he was only here from say nine … til eleven thirty,… I think 
…[but] that helped a lot.   

 

In summary, parents reported that orientation and transition programs were positive 

supports for children and parents in the transition to school.  Parents indicated that longer 

programs, especially those at school, offered children more opportunities to interact with 

peers who would attend the same school, and helped children to develop context specific 

understandings of what would happen at school, along with the school’s expectations of 

children. Some parents felt that programs tended to be universal and indicated preferences for 

programs to be tailored to suit families’ circumstances.  

For example, families with children already at school felt they did not need information 

sessions, while families with little knowledge of schools in an Australian context felt more 

information was needed from programs if they were to be beneficial for children and parents. 

Comparison of results for the CP and IP showed no differences in their responses concerning 

children attending programs for orientation to school with parents in both groups finding them 

beneficial for the child in preparation to start at school, and helpful for themselves in finding 

out information about the school. 

9.4 Indicators of Readiness  

This category presents parent comments related to decisions of when and where to 

start their child at school and indicators of the child’s readiness to start school.   
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9.4.1 Decision to start child at school. 

Parents responded to questions about factors influencing the decision to start children 

at school.  The results are shown for prestart interviews only in Table 9-4 because, in poststart 

interviews, only two parents spoke about their decision to start the child at school.   

Table 9-4.  Aspects Concerning Parental Decision to Start Child at School (Prestart only) (n=57) 

Category and Subcategories Number of parents 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number of 

parents 

Decision to start 45 79 

Age 11 19 

Behaviours and development 7 12 

Decided by self or with partner 28 49 

Formal Assessments (private) 1 2 

Others helped in decision 2 4 

Outgrown prior-to-school setting 2 4 

Teacher in prior-to-school setting  18 32 

School assessment 5 9 

Advice NOT to send child 4 7 

 

Parents indicated that their decision to start the child at school related to specific 

factors relating to the age, behaviour and development of the child, and the child needing 

more than their PTSS could provide mainly in terms of academic and social activities.  Other 

decisions to start the child at school were based on advice from family, friends, and PTSS 

teachers, including some advice not to send the child.  Some parents based their decision on 

formalised school assessments that had been completed independently of the school. 

For many families (28 parents, 49%), the decision to start the child at school was made 

by the mother, often in consultation with her spouse or partner.  Parents also considered 
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advice from teachers in the child’s prior-to-school settings (18 parents, 32%).  Age eligibility for 

enrolment (11 parents, 19%) was also a factor in starting the child.  Parents also spoke about 

changes in the child’s behaviour and development, particularly over the year prior to school 

start (seven parents, 12%), as a reason for starting the child at school.  Parents perceived this 

progress in behaviour and development as an indication that children needed more than their 

prior-to-school setting (PTSS) could offer them.  In these cases, the child was seen by parents 

as needing another level of learning, which parents believed school would offer.  A small group 

of parents received advice from others, including friends and staff at the child’s PTSS, not to 

send the child to school (four parents, 7%), but decided to start the child despite this advice.  In 

poststart interviews, two parents (4%) spoke retrospectively about their decision to start the 

child at school.  One parent decided to start the child at school based on formal assessments of 

the child, while the other parent followed the advice given by the child’s PTSS teacher.  They 

were both happy with the decisions they had made. 

Comparison of the results for CP and IP showed that the decision to start the child was 

made by 16 CP (53%) compared with 12 IP (44%). Two IP (7%) reported that other people in 

the family had helped in the decision to start the child.  PTSS teachers’ advice was also 

indicated in the decision to start the child at school with more CP (12, 40%) than IP (six, 22%) 

reporting this factor.  Age also was indicated as a factor with more CP than IP mentioning it 

(eight CP, 27%; 3 IP, 11%).  A few parents used formal assessment of the child’s development 

(one IP, 4%) or a school assessment (two CP, 7%; three IP, 11%) before making the decision to 

start the child at school.  Parents reported equally that the decision to start was made because 

the child had outgrown the PTSS.  
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In summary, mothers often made the decision to start their child at school 

independently or in consultation with their spouse or partner.  Although some parents used 

the child’s age, or positive advice from the child’s PTSS to assist in making the decision, the 

final decision to start the child was made by the parent/s, sometimes against the advice of 

friends and relatives.  While a few parents (two CP, 7%; two IP, 7%) were advised not to start 

their child by others, once the parents had made the decision to start the child they found 

school staff and others were supportive of their choice. 

9.4.2 Choice of school. 

Parents reported several factors influencing their choice of school across prestart 

(eight parents, 14%) and poststart (55 parents, 96%) interviews (Table 9-5).  The lower number 

of parents responding in prestart interviews related to several parents being undecided about 

which school the child would attend, having not completed the enrolment, or were waiting on 

notification of enrolment at their preferred school, at the time of the interview. 
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Table 9-5.  Factors Influencing Parental Choice of School for Their Child (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

School choice 8 14 55 96 

Close or informed by PTSS 0 0 4 7 

Cultural choice 0 0 2 4 

Curriculum - Programs 0 0 1 2 

Didn't like aspects of other school 1 2 2 4 

Difficulties understanding system 1 2 1 2 

Family cost 0 0 1 2 

Family-Neighbour-Friend went 

there 

1 2 38 67 

Intervention 1 2 1 2 

Liked the school 3 5 5 9 

Local school 1 2 26 46 

Made late choice 1 2 1 2 

Open Day 0 0 2 4 

Preschool integrated with school 0 0 1 2 

Researched 0 0 2 4 

Wanted a Catholic School 0 0 5 9 

 

As only eight parents mentioned school choice during prestart interviews, the 

following commentary is based entirely on poststart data.  Parental decisions about their 

choice of school were predominantly influenced by whether friends or neighbours had 

attended the school or had a child attending the school (38 parents, 67%).  Twenty-six parents 

(46%) had decided to send their children to the local NSW public school for which they were 
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zoned.  Parents stated they were happy with their designated school as it was the closest and 

most convenient school, and was appropriate for their child. 

Comparisons in this category were also made for poststart responses only, where 

parent responses indicated that 18 CP (60%) and 20 IP (74%) had made the choice of school 

because a member of the family, friends or neighbours had attended the school.  Both groups 

reported similar trends in sending the child to their local primary school (14 CP, 47%; 12 IP, 

44%).  Other responses varied minimally with one or two parents in either group identifying a 

particular aspect of the school that determined their choice. 

9.4.3 Parent concerns about starting the child. 

Even though parents felt they were confident in their decision to start the child at 

school, they raised some concerns about the child starting.  Concerns were divided into several 

subcategories (Table 9-6). 
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Parents concerned with making the right decision (three parents, 5%) about starting 

the child at school were worried about doing what was in the child’s best interests.  While they 

expressed fear or worry that the child was perhaps too young or not ready to manage the 

changes and challenges of school, they felt starting children was less detrimental than keeping 

 Table 9-6.  Concerns Expressed by Parents about Starting Their Child at School (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart  Responses Poststart  Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Making the right decision 3 5 2 4 

Parental concerns about starting 39 68 10 18 

Academic concern 8 14 3 5 

Age 5 9 1 2 

Behaviour 7 12 1 2 

Boredom 1 2 0 0 

Bullying 3 5 0 0 

Eating lunch 1 2 0 0 

Friendship 1 2 0 0 

Hours 2 4 0 0 

Listening, following instructions 4 7 0 0 

No concerns about starting 23 40 0 0 

Overwhelmed 1 2 0 0 

Safety 1 2 0 0 

Separation 2 4 2 4 

Shy 5 9 2 4 

Speech-Language 8 14 1 2 

Toileting 2 4 0 0 
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them out of school for another year.  Only one parent, concerned about making the right 

decision in the prestart interview, expressed a similar worry in her poststart interview about 

her child experiencing difficulties throughout primary school and later in the transition to high 

school.  This was despite the parent acknowledging that the child was progressing well in 

Kindergarten and his teachers were very pleased with him. 

Twenty-three parents (40%) reported having no concerns about their child starting 

school.  Other parents reported specific concerns relating to a variety of aspects, some 

overlapping with indicators of children’s readiness for school identified by parents.  Reported 

concerns related to children’s academic abilities (eight parents, 14%), speech and language 

issues (eight parents, 14%), behaviour (seven parents, 12%), and age (five parents, 9%).  

Parents were also concerned about what would happen to children when they started school, 

and about the personal needs of the child such as toileting, eating and looking after their 

belongings.  Towards the end of the second term of school, fewer parents reported concerns 

(10 parents, 18%) suggesting that parental concerns about children had been dispelled once 

children had spent time at school. 

Comparisons between CP and IP indicated that some parents in both groups were 

concerned about making the right decision when starting the child at school (two CP, 7%; one 

IP, 4%).  After the child started school two CP (7%) were still worried about making the right 

decision, but acknowledged that the class teacher was happy with the child’s progress.  In 

prestart interviews, the main area of concern for parents in both groups related to the child’s 

behaviour (three CP, 10%; four IP, 15%); combined with the child’s academic abilities (seven 

CP, 23%; one IP, 4%) for CP, and speech and language (two CP, 6%; six IP, 22%), and age (one 

CP, 3%; four IP, 15%) for IP.  Some parents indicated that they had no concerns about the child 
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starting school (13 CP, 43%; 10 IP, 37%).  In poststart interviews, some parents in both groups 

still had some concerns, although the numbers were small.  These parents continued to raise 

concerns related to their child’s: academic abilities (two CP, 7%; one IP, 4%); age (one CP, 3%); 

behaviour (one IP, 4%); separation from parent (one CP, 3%; one IP, 4%;) shyness (one CP, 3%; 

one IP, 4%) and language (one IP, 4%).  These results suggest that most concerns were resolved 

or managed once children started at school. 

Overall, these results suggest that parents used indicators of children’s readiness only 

as a guide, starting children at school even though having concerns about particular areas of 

their development.  The lower number of concerns reported poststart suggests that initial 

concerns may have been unfounded or were resolved once the child was at school.  Instances 

where parents continued to have concerns about children may indicate that additional support 

for these children is required, or that there is a need for effective communication with these 

families to develop strategies and understandings with the school to meet the child’s needs. 

9.4.4 Indicators of readiness. 

Parents identified the characteristics they perceived as indicating children were ready 

to start school and indicated whether they felt their child was ready to start school.  The results 

are presented in Table 9-7. 
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Table 9-7.  Indicators of Children’s Readiness for School Reported by Parents(n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Child ready for school  55 96 46 81 

Indicators of Readiness 57 100 48 84 

Academic, skills, 

dispositions 

35 61 3 5 

Age 13 23 3 5 

Behaviour - Actions 25 44 2 4 

Boredom 8 14 2 4 

Language 

development/commu

nication 

2 4 2 4 

Parent Just Knows 3 5 0 0 

Self-care aspect 3 5 0 0 

Social-Emotional 20 35 1 2 

 

At the prestart interview, 55 parents (97%) thought their child was ready to start 

school.  When asked what made them think their child was ready for school, parent responses 

were coded according to eight subcategories.  The leading indicators of readiness for children, 

according to parents in the prestart interviews, were their academic abilities, skills and 

dispositions (35 parents, 61%), including children’s knowledge of letters and numbers, and 

their desire to know and learn how to read, count, and write.  The next highest response (25 

parents, 44%) focused on children’s behaviours and actions as indicators of their readiness to 

start school, including children’s independence and confidence, wanting to do school work 

with older siblings, sitting for longer periods of time, listening to instructions, and wanting to 

go to school.  Social-emotional maturity was an indicator of children’s readiness mentioned by 

20 parents (35%), which included children’s abilities to interact positively and make friends 
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with other children, stand up for themselves in appropriate ways, and exhibit independence 

from the parent through actions such as not crying or getting upset when the parent left them.  

Other indicators of readiness mentioned by parents included children’s age (13 parents, 23%) 

and boredom (eight parents, 14%).  Overall, the focus on academic and behavioural indicators 

showed that parents considered other factors when determining children’s readiness for 

school. 

Comparisons between the CP and IP in prestart interviews indicated that most parents 

in both groups thought their child was ready to start school (29 CP, 97%; 26 IP, 96%).  In terms 

of indicators of readiness, the comparison showed a slightly higher focus on academic aspects 

reported for CP (20 CP, 67%) when compared to IP (15 IP, 56%).  Children’s behaviours were 

reported similarly by CP (13 CP, 43%) and IP (12 IP, 44%).  Boredom was also mentioned by six 

CP (20%) compared to two IP (7%), with some parents indicating that children were more likely 

to misbehave when bored.  Social-emotional maturity was reported by 10 CP (33%) and 10 IP 

(37%).  Age as an indicator of readiness was reported by more CP (eight CP, 27%) than IP (five 

IP, 19%), with two parents in each group indicating they were advised to wait and start their 

children when they were older.  Overall, the CP had a slightly greater focus on academic 

abilities, age and boredom as indicators of children’s readiness for school, indicating the IP may 

have been open to other factors that influence readiness. 

In poststart interviews, parents were asked whether they still thought their child had 

been ready to start school.  Overall, 46 parents (81%) confirmed their feeling that their child 

had been ready to start school.  Comparison of poststart interview results showed that most 

parents in both groups continued to feel the child had been ready to start school (25 CP, 83%; 

21 IP, 78%).  Parents believed the child had grown and developed in many ways by being at 
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school.  Some parents expressed initial worries in starting their child because the child did not 

seem to be adjusting to the demands of school, especially the expectations of behaviour, or 

were experiencing difficulties in the classroom and/or on the playground.  Some parents 

reported that initially they thought they had made the wrong decision in starting the child, but 

at the time of the second interview, towards the end of the second term of school, parents felt 

their child had been ready to start because they were progressing well, had adjusted to the 

expectations and challenges school presented and were now settled into the school context. 

Parents also indicated that they were glad they had not waited another year to start 

their child at school as they felt not starting would have been detrimental to the child’s 

learning after seeing how the child had grown in the school context.  This result reflects the 

contextual influence of the school environment on the child’s learning and development and 

the bi-directional influence of the child and the environment.  Being exposed to the context of 

school helped the child to develop the knowledge, skills and competencies that assisted them 

to adjust and develop, supporting the view that children become ready for school by 

participating in that context. 

9.5 School Start and the Parent 

The category of school start and the parent was made up of parent attitudes and 

experiences, which were divided into several subcategories.  Results are presented under the 

following headings: parental feelings about the child starting school; parental feelings about 

support of the school child; aspects pertaining to children with additional support needs; 

parent’s experiences of school as a child; and reports of children’s progress in the school 

context. 
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9.5.1 Parental feelings about the child starting school.   

This category of ‘parent attitude’ included how parents felt about their child starting 

school and their overall feelings about the school once the child had started.  Some parents 

reporting positive feelings stated they felt good, happy or confident.  Others reported having 

mixed feelings expressing both positive and negative emotions such as feeling ‘happy’ but also 

‘sad’, or ‘good’ but ‘nervous’.  Parents reporting only negative emotions stated they were 

‘concerned’, ‘worried’, ‘nervous’ or ‘sad’ about the child starting at school.  Parental feelings 

about children starting school (prestart) are reported in Table 9-8 and feelings on the child’s 

first day of school (poststart) in Table 9-9. 

Table 9-8.  Parental Feelings about Children Starting School (Prestart) (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of parents referring 

to items in each sub/category 

Percentage of total 

number of parents 

Feelings about child starting school 57 100 

Mixed Feelings 25 44 

Negative Feelings 7 12 

Positive Feelings 25 44 

 

Comparisons between CP and IP showed that feelings were reported as positive 

feelings (13 CP, 43%; 12 IP, 44%); mixed feelings (15 CP, 50%; 10 IP, 37%); and negative feelings 

(four CP, 13%; three IP 11%). 
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Table 9-9.  Parental Feelings on the Child’s First Day of School (Poststart) (n=57) 

Category and subcategories 
Number of parents referring 

to items in each sub/category 

Percentage of total 

number of parents 

First day at school 57 100 

Happy 17 30 

Experienced loss 13 23 

Sad and/or Cried 14 25 

Mixed Emotions 22 39 

 

The first day of school marked an important occasion in the transition to school 

process for families and children.  It was an official indication that the child was now a primary 

school child.  Parents’ feelings on the child’s first day at school were recorded retrospectively in 

poststart interviews.  Seventeen parents (30%) expressed positive feelings only, such as being 

happy on their child’s first day at school.  As one parent recalled in her poststart interview, “[I 

felt] good.  I loved it.  I waved him goodbye.”  In contrast, another parent, whilst also feeling 

happy, expressed feeling slightly guilty at not being a good parent when she remembered, “[I] 

loved it. I went out. I went to the club for lunch. [Laughs]. Does that make me a bad parent?” 

Parents felt happy the child was at school, but some expressed worry or guilt that their 

emotional responses might not be considered appropriate for a parent. 

Some parents also expressed mixed emotions (22 parents, 39%) such as feelings of 

happiness combined with feelings of sadness, nervousness, or being very emotional or a bit 

teary.  Parents felt that starting school was a turning point for their child and something they 

‘needed’.  One parent noted: 

Oh [I was] sad as. [Laughs] I was crying … but I was happy for her because it’s the 
next step and it’s what she needs to do to make new friends and it was good for 
me.  I’ve made some new friends too. 
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Other parents also expressed feelings of loss (13 parents, 23%) when their child started 

school.  They spoke about ways they overcame these feelings, especially on the first day the 

child attended school, by engaging in activities to keep busy like attending the gym or having 

their hair cut.  One parent stated that she missed her child so much she had another child.  

Parents also stated they felt sad and/or cried (14 parents, 25%) on the child’s first day at 

school.  For some parents, emotions were reported in more than one subcategory, for 

example, when parents stated they felt both a sense of loss and sadness when the child started 

at school.  In addition, parents noted these combined feelings of loss and sadness were 

experienced for the first few weeks of the school term as they adjusted to the child being at 

school.  In effect, several parents showed signs of grieving for the child.  These emotions can be 

linked to feelings of separation based in attachment theory (Nelson, 2010).  After an initial 

period of adjustment, parents reported they were coping better with the child being separated 

from them all day.  By the time of the poststart interviews, parents reported having adjusted to 

the child being at school by making permanent changes in their routines and keeping busy.  

Some parents found they had little time to do what they needed, and wanted to do, before 

they had to pick the child up from school in the afternoon. 

Comparison of interview results for CP and IP for parental feelings on the child’s first 

day of school showed parents felt happy (10 CP, 33%; 7 IP, 26%); a sense of loss (seven CP, 

23%; six IP, 22%); mixed emotions (10 CP, 33%; 12 IP, 44%); and feeling sad and/or cried (eight 

CP, 27%; six IP, 22%).  Although numbers and percentages differed between CP and IP, both 

groups spoke about the same aspects of feelings in each subcategory when talking about the 

child starting school. 



170 

 

Thirty parents (15 CP, 50%; 15 IP, 56%) in their poststart interviews reported 

experiencing an easier time overall when starting the focus child at school because they 

already had started a child at the school, knew some of the teachers, and were accustomed to 

the school routines and expectations.  They spoke of passing this knowledge onto the focus 

child in discussions, and when visiting the school, in addition to the child learning from the 

older sibling.  Parents placed some responsibility for helping the Kindergarten child on the 

older sibling, especially at recess and lunch times, and in the initial days and weeks of school, 

until the child was used to being at school and knew the school environment.  The parent 

expressed this added to their peace of mind starting the focus child, knowing the sibling was at 

school, and able to look out for the focus child and assist if needed. 

9.5.2 Parental feelings about support of the school child. 

Responses coded in this subcategory recorded parents’ perceptions of how well the 

school had met the individual needs of their child.  In prestart interviews, two parents (4%) 

spoke contrastingly about the school and support for their child.  One parent (one IP, 4%) 

spoke of the school principal’s recommendation not to start her son as he did not think the 

child was ready for school.  This parent described her son as sensitive, and as being much 

younger than most of the other children starting school.  She decided to start the child because 

she thought he needed to be at school and, once he had started, she indicated that the 

principal had been very supportive of her decision.  In another occurrence, prior to the child 

starting school, a parent (one CP, 3%) expressed her difficulties leaving her son at the 

preparatory school, a PTSS within the grounds of the child’s enrolled school.  The parent had to 

attend an early morning meeting at work, which changed the morning routine and her son 

became distressed in the school playground when she attempted to leave him.  The parent was 
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upset she had to leave her son and felt the teacher on playground duty could have offered 

some support.  The mother felt this experience had impacted on the child’s start to school, 

making him clingier initially, and he told his mother she was never to leave him like that again. 

In poststart interviews, 16 parents (28%) spoke about support or lack of support from 

the school (nine CP, 30%; seven IP, 26%).  Parents in both groups spoke about similar aspects.  

Positive aspects of support were mentioned by parents of children with particular behavioural 

or learning needs, where the school was working with parents to assist the child in adjusting to 

the learning environment and behavioural expectations of the school context.  One parent had 

arranged for an occupational therapist to be involved with her child, and the school was happy 

for his sessions to be carried out in the school environment to reduce some of the family stress 

of attending sessions after school.  Another parent of a child with additional needs felt the 

school was extremely supportive of her child, and also herself, with frequent communications 

from the teacher to determine if both were receiving adequate support in managing her son’s 

condition and meeting his educational needs.   These two occurrences contrast different 

schools’ perspectives of support: one school helped the child adjust to school expectations and 

the environment at school, while the other school was ensuring the school context was 

meeting the needs of the individual child and family.  Other parents of children with additional 

needs had not required specific support but felt that staff members at the school were friendly 

and willing to assist in any way they could to help the child and parent: “They are more than 

happy to help.” 

Another positive experience had occurred for one parent and child, when the child was 

returning to school after an injury requiring surgery.  The child was reluctant to return to 

school, where the accident had occurred, and the parent stated “It was like starting school all 
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over again … and her not wanting to come back because of the accident.”  The principal and 

teachers were all very supportive of the child and reassured the parent by developing a plan of 

action for the child’s return to school.  Teachers made sure other children in the class were 

aware of the child’s injury and care was taken around the child in the classroom and on the 

playground.  The initial days back at school were very worrying for the parent, but with the 

additional measures taken by the school staff, and the support of the class teacher, both 

mother and child settled back into school well with the parent stating “I thought it was gonna 

be harder for her, but she surprised me.” These results highlight positive partnerships within 

schools and the difference they can make to parents’ and children’s experiences.  Overall, 

positive experiences of support were mentioned by 9 parents (five CP, 17%; four IP, 15%). 

Other parents (seven parents, 12%) spoke about issues they had accessing support for 

their child at school (four CP, 13%; three IP, 11%).  Negative aspects of support related to 

several areas, including learning and behaviour.  Three parents spoke about the school not 

identifying children’s talents and giftedness, leading to children being bored and behaving 

inappropriately in the classroom.  One of these parents also referred to a “general apathy in 

the local area” with the attitude being “near enough is good enough”.  This parent felt that 

teachers needed to do more, so that children could learn and achieve, bettering the local 

population and not just getting by or settling for less. 

Some parents also described a perceived lack of support for them in assisting children 

who were experiencing problems with language, reading and/or learning.  Two parents 

mentioned that their children had no support for their learning difficulties and were falling 

behind other children in their class.  One parent highlighted her efforts to support her child 

learning to read, but indicated that she was failing and was not getting support for her child 
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from the school.  Another parent felt that her child’s language difficulties were impacting on 

her learning but could not get any support from the school even though she had drawn the 

teacher’s attention to her child’s need for extra assistance in the classroom: “For her situation, 

no, there is no support.  And … I’ve actually asked the teacher… she goes ‘we have to do what 

we can do’.  And … apparently the school decided they don’t want teacher’s aides.” 

A few parents with siblings at the school spoke about initial problems when the school 

policy was to segregate Kindergarten children from older children on the playground.  Some 

parents indicated that this was stressful for the younger child and stressful for them too, as 

children found it hard to understand why they could not play with older siblings or relatives 

when they were at school.  Segregating older children from Kindergarten children removed one 

support for the child in the early days of school.  However, parents explained that they 

deferred to this school requirement, although it was sometimes difficult, accepting the school’s 

argument that the segregation was for safety reasons, and to encourage the Kindergarten 

children to make friends with their peers and play with those in their class and year.  After the 

initial few weeks, some schools permitted older children to mix with Kindergarten children on 

the playground, with parents reporting their Kindergarten child being much happier at school 

once this change occurred. 

The positive and negative aspects of school support, identified by these parents, were 

perceived to impact on children’s progress and learning in the school context.  Although only a 

few parents reported issues with the support provided in schools for their child, the areas 

identified generated concern from these parents about the overall and continued progress of 

the child in that school context.  Both CP and IP found the school mainly supportive and helpful 

in assisting with problems they or the children were experiencing, but parents indicated that 
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they were often the ones who needed to advocate for the child to initiate support.  This was 

something that some parents found particularly difficult to do, especially when their issues 

were acknowledged but no changes were made to assist the child.  In addition, this highlights 

the potentially negative outcomes for children that are experiencing difficulties at school if 

they do not have an advocate to raise concerns. 

A small number of parents in poststart interviews (four parents, 7%) identified their 

child as having additional support needs (two CP, 7%; two IP, 7%).  One parent expressed 

embarrassment that her child was ‘smart’ and receiving extension work.  Contrastingly, 

another parent expressed mixed emotions concerning support for her child who needed extra 

assistance in school.  This parent was frustrated, expressing her belief that the school system 

was not doing enough for her child in providing additional in-class support in the form of a 

teacher’s aide.  She also expressed appreciation for the efforts of the class teacher who was 

trying to do as much as she could by assisting her daughter one-to-one in the classroom when 

possible: 

So the teacher’s just looking after thirty students with all sorts of learning, oh you 
know, I won’t say disabilities.  She’s the only one that has that.  So the teacher’s 
actually putting a lot more effort into her than every other student because she 
needs that.  So it’s working out to be to her benefit, as well so.  Yeah, with the 
school, it’s a different story. 

 

Another parent expressed relief at finding out her son was not the only child having 

speech therapy in Kindergarten.  This mother met another parent and child from the same 

school at the local community support service when her son attended for speech therapy after 

school one day.  “He’s not the only one.  I thought that … maybe he’s the only one but he’s 

not.” Another parent, although her child was doing well in the school context, expressed her 

feelings of isolation because no other family knew that her son had been diagnosed with 
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autism: “I still feel it in a way.  Obviously I’m comforted that he enjoys school but I’ve always 

got that thing, that what if, [paused].  Kids get older and they start noticing differences.”  

Although these comments were from only a few parents, they highlight some of the difficulties 

faced by children with additional needs, and their parents, as they attend school.  These 

comments also draw attention to the emotional support needs of parents of children with 

additional needs starting school and the impact of the transition to school on these parents 

when support is not designed to meet the child’s needs. 

9.5.3 Parents’ experience of school as a child.   

Parents were asked to recall aspects of their own school experience as their children 

started school.  In prestart interviews, some parents mentioned their own school experience in 

response to thinking about what they wanted for their own child.  In poststart interviews, 

parents were asked to think about their own school experience and whether they liked or did 

not like school.  Responses were categorised for positive and negative experiences of school 

with the results presented in Table 9-10. 
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Table 9-10.  Parents’ Recollections of Their School Experiences (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Parents’ school experience as 

child 

8 14 55 96 

Liked-loved school 2 4 38 67 

Problematic experience  5 9 21 37 

Drop out 2 4 6 11 

Want better for own child 5 9 6 11 

 

In prestart interviews, eight parents (14%) mentioned aspects of their own school 

experience, with four CP (13%) and four IP (15%) recalling their experiences of school.  A few 

parents reported they liked or loved school (one CP, 3%; two IP, 7%).  Responses relating 

negative experiences (three CP, 10%; two IP, 7%) were mentioned in the context of wanting a 

better educational experience for their child. 

In poststart interviews, parents were asked to recall their own school experiences.  

Fifty five parents (96%) responded.  Thirty eight parents (67%) stated they liked or loved 

school.  This was made up of response from 19 CP (63%) and 19 IP (70%), who recalled 

enjoying learning and social aspects of school.  Parents also reported problematic experiences 

of school (21 parents, 37%).  These 21 parents (12 CP, 40%; nine IP, 33%) recalled difficulties 

coping with the workload, failing subjects, and having difficulties in teacher-student 

relationships, as well as the tensions these difficulties caused at home. 

A small group of parents, who reported problematic school experiences, recalled 

changing schools for various reasons, only to have problems continue for them in their new 
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school context.  These problems included coping with the heavier workload of school, making 

friends and fitting in to the social network at school.  Although a small group, some parents (six 

parents, 11%) reported school became so unpleasant and difficult that they eventually 

dropped out of school (three CP, 10%; three IP, 11%). 

Parents who reported negative experiences of school hoped that their child’s 

experiences would be more positive.  These memories of school were often combined with 

mixed emotions.  Some parents expressed regret at not persisting and trying harder at school.  

Others thought that schools and teachers could have done more to support them in learning: “I 

remember having this teacher in high school and we had a + b + y and I didn’t know how to do 

it and was made to feel really stupid.” Parents felt teachers often made their life as a school 

student more difficult.  As one parent stated, “I couldn’t deal with the teachers too.  I think if 

you don’t like your teacher it’s bad.” And another parent recalled, “Back then the teachers 

were pretty nasty.” Even though school was problematic for some parents, their determination 

to finish was evident.  This parent recalled the experience of dropping out of school in Year 

Nine but managing to continue her education: 

I loved primary school and I hated high school.  And I dropped out in [pause] Year 
Nine and I finished my schooling at TAFE.  It just, it worked better for me that way.  
Just having that extra one-on-one time with the teacher ...  it was harder but 
[pause] for me it worked.  And that was … my biggest thing.  So, Year Ten at TAFE 
and I plan on doing Year Eleven and Twelve when I get around to it. 

 

While this parent found school difficult, her perseverance to complete her education was 

reflected in her determination that her child would not have this experience of school and 

would enjoy school and complete her education in the public school system. 
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9.5.4 Progress of child at school. 

In poststart interviews, parents were invited to comment on their child’s progress at 

school.  Their responses revealed several subcategories identifying both positive and negative 

aspects of children’s progress, as shown in Table 9-11.  

Table 9-11.  Parent’s Perceptions of Their Child’s Progress at School (Poststart responses) (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of parents 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number of 

parents 

Positive experiences 49 86 

Coping 5 9 

Doing well 33 58 

Good academic progress 17 30 

Has friends 6 11 

Loves school 15 26 

Negative experiences 18 32 

Problems making friends 4 7 

Reading difficulties 4 7 

Social-emotional/behavioural issues in school 8 14 

Speech-language problems 5 9 

Teacher disruptions 2 4 

 

Parents identified positive and negative aspects of children’s progress at school.  That 

is, they spoke about factors that had helped, as well as factors that hindered or caused stress in 

the transition to school.  Positive aspects of children’s progress were related by 49 parents 

(86%) and included comments about children coping, doing well, progressing academically, 

having friends and loving school. 

Eighteen parents (32%) related negative aspects of children’s progress at school.  Of 

these 18 parents, 14 (25%) had also reported positive aspects of children’s progress at school.  
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Parents also responded in more than one subcategory for negative aspects.  The subcategory 

with the highest number of responses for negative aspects was children’s socioemotional 

and/or behavioural issues (eight parents, 14%).  However, teachers only reported some of 

these children as having issues on the teacher-SDQ.  Those children recognised as having 

difficulties by parents and teachers were often reprimanded at school for unacceptable 

behaviours in the classroom or on the playground and were receiving some support in the 

school context depending on the level of the behaviour, school staffing and availability of 

funding and resources.  In addition, there were also parents who had not had a progress 

meeting with the teacher by the time of the poststart interview.  These parents were uncertain 

about classroom activities and not sure how their child was progressing at school yet, or were 

slightly worried about their child’s progress but were waiting for the teacher to initiate contact 

to discuss their child.  

Comparisons between the CP and IP showed that 29 CP (97%) and 26 IP (96%) reported 

their child’s progress at school.  Overall, positive experiences were related (27 CP, 90%; 22 IP, 

81%) with children reported as doing well (18CP, 60%; 15 IP, 56%), coping (two CP, 7%; three 

IP, 11%), making good academic progress (eight CP, 27%; nine IP, 33%), and loving school (eight 

CP, 27%; seven IP, 26%).  A range of problems or difficulties were noted for some children.  For 

example, initially some children were noted as having problems making friends (three CP, 10%; 

one IP, 4%) but had established friendships by the time of the poststart parent interview, 

sometimes with the support of the classroom teacher.  Reading difficulties were reported by 

two CP (7%) and two IP (7%).  Some children were experiencing social/emotional and 

behavioural difficulties (two CP, 7%; six IP, 22%).  The two children of CP were reportedly 

having difficulties with the “hands off” rule of school – that is, with “keeping their hands to 
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themselves” while only one IP spoke about this difficulty for her child.  The other five IP 

reported children having social-emotional difficulties when reacting to situations at school and 

becoming upset, angry or fidgeting in class, with most improving with the help of the teacher.  

Some parents reporting a child with speech and language difficulties (three CP, 10%; two IP, 

7%), also noted some improvements since children had started school (one CP, 3%; one IP, 4%). 

The majority of parents were happy with the overall progress of their child at school at 

the time of the poststart interview.  When negative aspects were reported concerning 

children’s progress they were generally about specific concerns and came from parents who 

also reported positive aspects of their child’s progress in Kindergarten. 

9.6 Issues and Concerns raised by Parents about School 

This section explores parental issues and concerns about the experience of transition 

to school with their child.  The issues are presented in four areas: home and family issues; 

parental involvement issues; relationship issues and school related issues. 

9.6.1 Home and family issues. 

Responses from parents pertaining to home and family issues were divided into four 

subcategories and are presented in Table 9-12.  Overall, responses were recorded for parents 

in prestart interviews (22 parents, 39%) and poststart interviews (57 parents, 100%). 
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Table 9-12.  Home and Family Issues Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Home and Family Issues 22 39 57 100 

Comparison to sibling 7 12 21 37 

Family life 3 5 17 30 

Homework 9 16 56 98 

Work and finances 4 7 5 9 

 

9.6.1.1 Comparison to sibling. 

Parent responses comparing the focus child to a sibling in relation to starting school 

were recorded in this subcategory.  In prestart interviews, seven parents (12%) referred to 

siblings, hoping that the focus child would be like the sibling in many ways.  They were 

particularly keen that the focus child would start school as well as their sibling had done.  

Parents also hoped that the focus child would be quicker in doing their homework than their 

sibling.  One parent spoke about how much more she would miss the focus child when he 

started school, compared to how she had missed his sibling when he started.  Parents noted 

similarities and differences in the way they thought the focus child would learn at school 

compared to their sibling. 

In poststart interviews, a higher number of parents made comparisons (21 parents, 

37%) between the child and a sibling in relation to aspects of schooling.  Differences related to 

personality traits of focus children and their generally more positive experiences of starting 

school.  One parent stated that the focus child had been more easygoing than the sibling when 
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starting school.  Other parents reported similarities in the difficulties of starting the focus child 

and siblings at school, predominantly concerning children’s learning difficulties.  One parent 

related the difficulties she faced helping her two children with school work when they had 

differences in learning abilities; one child picked things up very quickly while the other seemed 

to be “staying in one spot”.  Another parent referred to the limited amount of time she had 

helping the focus child prepare for school, as the older sibling was starting high school and she 

had been busy organising school related matters for him. 

Comparisons of responses for CP and IP were made. In prestart interviews, three CP 

(10%) had various responses hoping the focus child would be quicker with homework, start 

school well or thought they would miss the child more than they had the sibling.  Four IP (15%) 

related the similarities and differences in starting school for the focus child, and the different 

learning styles of the focus child, compared to the sibling. 

In poststart interviews 13 CP (43%) and eight IP (30%) compared the focus child to a 

sibling. The differences reported by CP related to personality traits of the children and more 

positive starting experiences of the focus child in comparison to the sibling. IP spoke about the 

similar learning difficulties of the focus child and siblings or differences in learning abilities that 

made homework with two children a challenge. 

The subcategory of comparing the focus child to a sibling highlighted some of the 

accomplishments and hurdles for parents in starting another child at school.  It also reinforced 

the individuality of the transition to school experience, as children in the same family may have 

diverse experiences of the transition to school.  While similar in many ways, starting another 

child at school presented its own triumphs and challenges for parents, generating an additional 

source of stress in some families. 
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9.6.1.2  Family life. 

In prestart interviews aspects of family life were mentioned by three parents (5%). 

Aspects varied with two CP (7%) and one IP (4%) reporting aspects family life in relation to 

school. In poststart interviews, 17 parents (30%) highlighted different aspects of family life that 

influenced or were influenced by the child starting school.  Parents highlighted positive and 

negative aspects including: being involved in activities such as homework; making changes in 

household routines including dinner and sleep routines; and changes in children’s behaviour at 

home compared to what teachers reported at school.  Similar aspects of family life were 

reported by CP (10 CP, 33%) and IP (seven IP, 26%).  Some parents reported positive changes in 

children’s behaviour since starting school, with children being able to follow instructions better 

and completing chores at home without needing to be asked or with minimal assistance.  In 

contrast, some parents reported children being cheekier and talking back to them at home.  

However, parents were relieved this was not happening in the school context when they 

queried the teacher about these behaviours.  One IP (4%) experienced difficulties in household 

routines related to the child not wanting to attend school, and spoke about aspects of dealing 

with this ongoing behaviour.  This child resisted getting ready for school, sometimes undressing 

completely just before the family was due to leave for school.  The parent reported things had 

vastly improved with the support of the school.  However, she was concerned about her child 

managing the return to school in term three, after the school holidays. 

9.6.1.3  Homework. 

Homework was mentioned in prestart interviews by nine parents (15.79%) around 

issues of what would occur when school started, the child sitting with older siblings and doing 

homework, or homework received from the PTSS such as reading materials.  In poststart 

interviews parents were asked specifically what the child was doing at home in relation to 
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school work. Fifty six (98%) spoke about aspects and details of children’s homework. Of the 30 

CP (100%) and 26 IP (96%), all described homework as something children enjoyed doing and 

wanted to do.  Parents reported that most children had some homework which usually 

consisted of children learning a group of sight words over a week and reading their home 

reader each night.  There were also parents who reported children having additional 

homework given by tutors, or home language teachers, from classes the child attended after 

school hours. 

A few parents, mainly IP, spoke about the difficulties of getting children to do 

homework, or reported their initial difficulties in allocating time to assist two or more children 

with their homework each night.  However, most parents devised systems to fit in with other 

children and household routines, so they could allocate individual one-to-one time for children 

completing homework tasks, especially reading.  One IP expressed feelings of guilt when she 

was time pressured, and homework was not completed.  Sometimes, parents enlisted the help 

of older children in the house to help with homework, particularly when they were not sure 

how to help the child or had difficulty understanding what needed to be done.  Parents were 

sometimes challenged by homework when the teacher’s instructions for completing the task 

differed from the method the parent had been taught at school.  Older children became 

invaluable at these times in determining how homework should be completed. 

The time involved in assisting children with homework was stressful for most parents, 

especially when additional home duties needed to be performed.  Some parents worked out 

ways to incorporate homework into household duties with children practising counting while 

setting the table.  Parents also substituted the bedtime story with the home reader so the child 

read each night before bed.  Still other parents enlisted the help of their partner or other 
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children to sit with the child and help with the homework, while they cooked dinner or 

attended to younger children. 

Both IP and CP mentioned using Kindergarten workbooks, available from bookstores 

and supermarkets, to provide additional activities that related to children’s homework for 

times when children were interested in doing more after school work was done, or were bored 

on weekends at home.  One CP reported that, even though homework created stress, it was 

important as it informed her about things the child was learning and doing in the classroom. 

9.6.1.4 Work and finances. 

In prestart interviews, four parents (7%) spoke about the financial benefits of the child 

starting school.  These parents (two CP, 7%; two IP, 7%) mentioned they would no longer have 

to pay the higher PTSS fees for the child.  Additionally, one parent spoke about her finances 

improving when her son started at school with his sister because she would no longer have to 

pay for child care while attending college and the school had a ‘family costing’ system, where 

school fees were charged per family rather than per child.  Overall, in prestart interviews, 

parents felt that the child starting school would reduce some of the financial strain on the 

family. 

In poststart interviews, five parents (9%) spoke about work or financial issues.  These 

five parents (three CP, 10%; two IP, 7%) spoke about the negative and positive aspects of 

children starting at school for work and finance.  CP spoke of the difficulties with finances when 

they had to reduce working hours, give up work so someone was home for the children in the 

afternoon or worked casually where days and hours of work fluctuated.  One IP mentioned the 

benefits to her of the family costing system used at the school.  The other IP spoke about the 

strains that before and after school care placed on the family budget even when both parents 
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were working.  This parent was worried about the sustainability of using after school care due 

to the costs involved but other options, such as finding work within school hours, adjusting the 

present work hours to fit with school, or stopping work completely to care for children after 

school, were not options for this family.  While only a small number of parents spoke about 

work and financial issues that related to the child starting school, these difficulties presented a 

major source of stress and concern for the families experiencing them. 

9.6.2 Parental involvement. 

Responses coded for parental involvement in school included parental intentions, 

activities and areas of involvement, and reasons for non-involvement.  In prestart interviews, 

parents were asked about their involvement in prior-to-school settings (PTSS), their intentions 

to be involved at school, the activities they thought they could be involved in, and any factors 

that they thought may impact on their involvement.  In poststart interviews, the prestart 

intentions of parents were followed up to ascertain whether parents had been able to enact 

these intentions.  Additionally, the activities parents were involved in, and any barriers to 

involvement were recorded.  Responses were coded into several subcategories (Table 9-13). 
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Table 9-13.  Parent Reported Involvement in School and Barriers to Involvement (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Intention to be involved 40 70 13 23 

Involvement in school 12 21 21 37 

Attend or help with school functions 3 5 8 14 

Canteen 1 2 3 5 

Helper in prior-to-school setting  6 11 0 0 

Church functions 1 2 0 0 

General e.g. cover books at home 4 7 2 4 

Mural 0 0 1 2 

P & C 1 2 0 0 

Parent/class helper  3 5 9 16 

Non-involvement in PTSS/ school 24 42 25 44 

Non-involvement in school 14 25 25 44 

Involvement barriers 19 33 15 26 

Don't want to 2 4 4 7 

Need to train 1 2 0 0 

Not educated enough 2 4 1 2 

Not good for child 0 0 2 4 

Not needed 2 4 0 0 

Primary caregiver of other children  14 25 11 19 

Teacher permission and information 5 9 8 14 

Time 6 11 12 21 

Employment 14 25 11 19 

 

In prestart interviews, 40 parents (70%) stated their intention to become involved at 

school.  They mentioned various areas of their involvement, with three parents (5%) indicating 
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they would help specifically in the classroom.  A small number of parents (six parents, 11%) 

indicated they had been a parent helper at the child’s PTSS, but would not continue this 

practice in the school context.  A substantial number of parents indicated that they had not 

been involved in their child’s PTSS (24 parents, 42%), with several noting their expectation that 

this would remain the case as the focus child started school (14 parents, 25%).  Nineteen 

parents (33%) reported barriers to their involvement at school, predominantly related to 

having the primary care of other children (14 parents, 25%) or employment (14 parents, 25%).  

Other reasons parents gave included not having the time (six parents, 11%) or awaiting an 

invitation from the class teacher to start after volunteering to help (five parents, 9%). 

In poststart interviews, 21 parents (37%) indicated they were involved in some way 

with the school.  In addition, a small group of parents indicated their intention to be involved in 

the school context at a later time (13 parents, 23%), some stating they wanted to let their child 

settle into school first before helping at the school.  Areas of involvement were similar to those 

indicated by parents in prestart interviews.  However, there was a slight increase in the 

number of parents indicating involvement in two areas.  Parents attending or assisting with 

school functions increased from three parents (5% prestart) to eight parents (14% poststart), 

and parents helping in the classroom increased from three parents (5% prestart) to nine 

parents (16% poststart).  Parents helping in the classroom indicated that they had responded 

to a note or indication from the teacher inviting parents to assist.  One parent helper spoke 

about the benefits of allowing toddlers to attend when parents were helpers in the classroom.  

She reported that her daughter’s experience of attending with her, when she assisted in her 

son’s Kindergarten class, made the transition to school easy for them.  According to this parent, 

her child had become very familiar with the routines and classroom environment and knew 
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several of the older children at the school, who welcomed her when she started in 

Kindergarten.  The only hurdle was overcoming her disappointment that her brother was no 

longer in that classroom but had moved to Year One. 

Involvement barriers reported by 15 parents (26%) referred to the primary caregiving 

role (11 parents, 19%), employment (11 parents, 19%), and time (12 parents, 21%).  Eight 

parents (14%) indicated they were awaiting the class teacher’s invitation to start helping.  

Parents felt they should not have to ‘chase’ the teacher to be a parent helper; some stating 

that perhaps not being asked was an indication they were not wanted or needed at the school.  

Some parents, who were happy to become involved but had not been contacted, felt that if the 

teacher did not let them know soon they would be unavailable, as they had other things they 

could do such as attending gym with a friend.  Again clear communication of expectations was 

highlighted as important to parents. 

Comparisons of CP and IP results were made for the subcategories: intention to be 

involved; involvement; non-involvement and barriers.  The intention to be involved in school 

was indicated by 22 CP (73%) and 18 IP (67%).  Parents in both groups indicated various ways 

they hoped to be involved in the school including: covering books or cutting things out at 

home; helping at school or church functions; helping in the canteen, in Parents’ and Citizens’ 

Association or as a parent helper in the classroom.  In poststart interviews, the intention to be 

involved had dropped with six CP (20%) and seven IP (26%) stating they still intended to be 

involved but had not become involved yet. Some parents (12 CP, 40%; 12 IP, 44%) indicated 

they had not been involved at the child’s PTSS or at school with older children in their prestart 

interviews.  Parents (five CP, 17%; nine IP, 33%) also indicated they would not become involved 

when the focus child started school.  Barriers to involvement were reported in prestart 
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interviews by 13 CP (43%) and six IP (22%). The main barriers mentioned were primary care of 

other children (nine CP, 30%; five IP, 19%) or employment (eight CP, 27%; six IP, 22%).  Other 

reasons parents gave were not having the time (two CP, 7%; four IP, 15%) or awaiting an 

invitation from the class teacher to start after volunteering to help (three CP, 10%; two IP, 7%). 

Post interviews were compared for CP and IP responses to determine similarities and 

differences in involvement in the school.  Of the 40 parents (22 CP, 73%; 18 IP, 67%) indicating 

they intended to be involved in school in prestart interviews, 13 CP (43%) and eight IP (30%) 

were involved in the school.  A small group of parents also indicated their intention to be 

involved in the school context at a later time (six CP, 20%; seven IP, 26%), some stating they 

wanted to let their child settle into school first before helping at the school.  Parents in both 

groups indicated similar areas of involvement in the school.  The slight increase in the number 

of parents indicating involvement in the areas of attending or assisting with school functions 

from three parents (three IP, 11%) to eight parents (five CP, 17%; three IP 11%), and parents 

helping in the classroom from one parent (one IP, 4%) to nine parents (five CP, 17%; four IP, 

15%), may reflect the growing network in the school with parents finding out about ways they 

could help in school through notes from the teacher and making connections with other 

parents.  Involvement barriers were reported by 10 CP (33%) and five IP (19%) relating to the 

primary caregiving role (seven CP, 23%; four IP, 14%), employment (six CP, 20%; five IP, 19%), 

and time (seven CP, 23%; five IP, 19%).  Four CP (23%) and four IP (15%) indicated they were 

awaiting the class teacher’s invitation to start helping. 

Overall, while both IP and CP intended to be involved in the school context at the 

prestart interview, they often did not manage to become involved.  Similar numbers of CP and 

IP reported involvement in the school.  The main barriers to involvement for all parents were 
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the care of younger children, work commitments and time.  There were some issues about 

teachers and schools communicating clearly to parents whether they wanted parents to help 

and when.  Parents sought better information about the role of the parent helper, information 

about training, and invitations from teachers and schools indicating when parents could start 

as helpers. 

9.6.3 Relationships. 

Parents were invited to discuss relationships they had developed at school and the 

connectedness they felt.  Responses were coded in relation to connectedness parents felt with 

other parents; family relationships that impacted on the child; and the relationship parents had 

with the class teacher.  The results are presented in Table 9-14. 

Table 9-14.  Parent Reported Relationships with Others in the School Context (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Connectedness to other parents 3 5 52 91 

Family relationship issues 0 0 4 7 

Parent relations with teacher 2 4 55 96 

Happy /rapport with teacher 2 4 51 89 

Issues with teacher 0 0 12 21 

9.6.3.1 Connectedness to other Parents.   

Parents were asked if they felt they had made connections with other parents at 

school in both prestart and poststart interviews.  A small number of parents (three, 5%) spoke 

of their relationships with other parents prior to their child starting school.  One parent (one 

CP, 3%) reported changing her child’s school enrolment because she “did not feel comfortable” 
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in the first school context due to the ‘looks’ she received from other parents when collecting 

enrolment forms for her child.  Two other parents (one CP, 3%; one IP, 4%)) reported not 

wanting to form relationships with other parents due to issues concerning parents’ attitudes 

and behaviours such as cliquey groups of parents in schools or parents who whinged about 

life’s hardships. 

In poststart interviews, 52 parents (91%) had made connections with other parents at 

school.  Most spoke about having formed a close relationship with one or two parents both in 

and out of the school.  Additionally, parents spoke about other parents they talked to when 

waiting for children, who were friendly but were not close friends.  Parents, who already had 

children at school, spoke about other parents relying on them for support and reminders about 

school information, routines and special events.  One parent explained this was sometimes 

quite frustrating as she felt other parents did not properly read information that was sent 

home and so did not know what was happening at school. 

Poststart responses were compared across the 27 CP (90%) and 25 IP (96%) who 

mentioned making connections with other parents at school and the levels of support they 

gained from these parents.  Both groups identified two types of relationships.  The first was the 

‘hi and bye’ relationship with other parent, where they politely greeted each other as they 

passed in the playground.  The other type of relationship developed into a friendship where 

parents spoke to each other nearly every morning or afternoon about school and home.  This 

relationship was reported as being a positive support to parents and assisted them in keeping 

up-to-date on activities at school.  A few parents in both groups preferred not to get involved 

with other parents at the school. 
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Overall, connections with other parents in the school were a valuable source of 

support for many parents, indicating the role of building social capital.  However, a few parents 

indicated that other parents were a source of conflict and they avoided interacting with them.  

Parents with children already in the school context were an asset that was utilised by many 

parents to find out information about teachers, activities and routines of the school. 

9.6.3.2 Family relationship issues.   

Family relationship issues were reported in poststart interviews by four parents (7%).  

These two CP (7%) and two IP (7%) related difficulties as children started school and the stress 

this caused.  Children refusing to attend school presented a challenge with one CP (3%) 

receiving help from the child’s father overseas to deal with the child’s behaviour, and one IP 

(4%), who sought support from the school to help the child attend regularly.  One IP spoke 

about the family’s experiences with child protection agencies recently when a PTSS had 

reported concerns for one of her children, and the stress this had caused in family life.  Only a 

few parents reported family relationship issues, but these examples highlighted some of the 

supports used by parents.  They also suggest that other factors can be occurring at the time of 

transition to school which can be an additional source of stress in the lives of families. 

9.6.3.3 Parent relationship with teacher. 

In the prestart interview two parents (one CP, 3%; one IP, 4%) mentioned that they 

already knew their child’s teacher and had some rapport with them.  In poststart interviews, 55 

parents (96%) provided information about the relationship they had with their child’s class 

teacher.  Parents mainly reported being happy and developing some rapport with the class 

teacher (51 parents, 89%).  Most parents felt the teacher was approachable and had addressed 

any concerns they had raised.  When comparisons were done, 26 CP (87%) and 25 IP (93%) 
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spoke similarly about their relationship with the teacher.  One parent reported the teacher had 

sent a letter to her child which had given her some information about Kindergarten and 

increased her child’s excitement about starting school.  The teacher had sent a photograph of 

herself and a letter explaining what would happen at school and how excited she was to have 

the child in her class.  The parent explained that this helped her and the child to recognise the 

teacher on the first day of school and provided the family with a talking point to discuss the 

start of school with the child.  The letter also provided the parent with an understanding of 

activities the child would be doing in the first weeks of school.  The letter had initiated the 

connection between the family and the teacher. 

Twelve parents (21%) reported some difficulties in their relationships with the class 

teacher.  Of these, four (7%) had to raise an issue about their child with the teacher, with these 

parents indicating that they felt the issue should have been raised with them by the teacher, 

rather than them contacting the teacher.  These parents felt that although they had raised an 

issue with the teacher, nothing was done about it or it was not resolved to their satisfaction.  

Other issues included the feeling that teachers were ‘a bit young’ when parents would have 

preferred someone older, with children, because they felt they would be more experienced 

and firmer with children.  Comparing responses for the 12 parents reporting issues, six CP 

(20%) and six IP (22%) reported similar issues with teachers and similar examples of how they 

felt their issues were not being addressed by the teacher. One CP (3%) and two IP (7%) thought 

the teacher was a bit young and inexperienced. 

9.6.4 School issues.   

All the parents raised issues about aspects of school behaviour, curriculum and 

management that presented difficulties as children started school.  These issues related to 
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bullying, communication, children’s friendships, incidents in the school, interventions and 

aspects of management and curriculum.  The results for these subcategories are presented in 

Table 9-15. 

Table 9-15.  School Issues Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

School Issues 57 100 57 100 

Bullying 6 11 6 11 

Communication 4 7 14 25 

Friends - older school 

children 

54 95 8 14 

Friends -same age 40 70 54 95 

No friends starting 16 28 4 7 

Incidents 0 0 4 7 

Intervention 6 11 8 14 

Management and curriculum  11 19 43 75 

9.6.4.1  Bullying.   

A small number of parents (six parents, 11%) raised issues about bullying in prestart 

interviews.  They expressed concerns that their child may be a victim of bullying at school due 

to his or her personality, temperament or language difficulty.  Only one of these six parents 

expressed a concern that her child might bully other children because of his behaviour at 

home.  In poststart interviews, although the same number of parents raised concerns about 

bullying they were not the same parents concerned at prestart.  Six parents (11%) spoke about 

their child being involved in a bullying incident at school and highlighted the positive role 

teachers played in handling these situations.  Teachers were involved in dealing with incidents, 
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which sometimes involved the parent informing the teachers of a particular child’s behaviour 

towards their child.  Where children were physically hurt in some way, or parents had to report 

behaviour to the class teacher, the teacher or principal had handled the situation.  Most 

parents expressed their satisfaction with how matters had been resolved and had no 

continuing problems to report at the time of the second interview.  Active and vigilant school 

staff assisted parents in handling situations concerning bullying. 

Comparisons between groups showed that three CP (10%) and three IP (11%) 

mentioned bullying in prestart interviews.  Most were concerned with their child being bullied; 

although one CP (3%) was concerned her child may bully another child.  In poststart interviews 

three CP (10%) and three IP (11%) referred to bullying in their interviews.  Parents in both 

groups spoke about an incident with their child or another child at the school, and highlighted 

the school’s positive role in resolving the situation and preventing further incidents. 

9.6.4.2  Communication. 

In prestart interviews, four parents (7%) reported communication problems between 

the school and home concerning the child starting school.  These were predominantly about 

orientation, and procedures for attending these sessions.  Parents reported not knowing what 

children would be doing when they arrived for orientation programs or that they had not been 

informed when orientation programs would start for their child.  One parent reported that, 

even though she had a child in the school already and teachers knew her daughter was starting 

Kindergarten, no one had informed her that orientation sessions had been running for a 

month. 

In contrast, another parent reported effective communication between the school and 

home in organising and dealing with the issues of managing her son’s autism in his transition to 
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school.  This parent reported that the school had been proactive in determining the needs of 

her child, identifying challenges that transition might present for him, and consulting with her 

and the child about developing a support plan.  This plan included the school implementing 

several practices to help her son make a smooth transition from home, and his prior to school 

setting, to the school context, including a personal tour of the school and several visits to the 

classroom.  The child also met his Kindergarten teacher and the parent talked with the teacher 

about aspects of her son’s behaviour that might present difficulties and how to manage them 

in the school context.  In addition, a photo-book of the school, classroom, and staff was made 

for the child to read at home to familiarise him with aspects of the environment in the four 

months prior to starting at school. 

In poststart interviews, communication issues were identified by 14 parents (25%).  

Communication involved parents being told about incidents in the school involving their child 

and information the school provided about routines and procedures.  In addition, parents felt 

communication included invitations to parents to attend school functions or notifications of 

important events held at the school during school terms, such as individual parent-teacher 

nights or Kindergarten curriculum meetings.  Some parents reported that schools were good at 

communicating information, while other parents reported that information was not provided 

appropriately.  Parents noticed a drop in communication about the child and what they were 

doing in school, compared with prior-to-school settings.  They found it particularly difficult to 

find out what was happening unless they approached the class teacher, something they would 

generally only do if they had a particular concern.  Parents identified other parents as their 

main source of information about what was happening in classrooms and in schools, relying on 

parents with children in their child’s class, especially those with older children at school, for 
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information.  The school newsletter was identified as an important source of information for 

parents each week.  Parents felt there was a lack of communication about changes in school 

routines and reported confusion when these changes occurred without any notice, such as 

when relief teachers took the Kindergarten class. 

Comparison of CP and IP results for prestart interviews indicated that one CP (3%) and 

three IP (11%) spoke about communication.  Two parents (one CP, 3%; one IP, 4%) did not 

know when the orientation program was starting at the school; another IP (3%) spoke about 

not knowing what the child would be doing at orientation; while the third IP (3%) referred to 

the positive support received for her, and her child, from the school.  In poststart interviews 10 

CP (33%) and four IP (15%) mentioned communication issues.  CP were divided, with some 

reporting that communication in schools was good, especially information in the school 

newsletter, while others deemed it lacking because information was not given early or often 

enough.  One CP (3%) spoke of feeling confused when changes were made in normal school 

routines without notification.  Similarly the IP were also divided with two (7%) reporting that 

schools had given them enough information about school routines and policies, and two (7%) 

being concerned about the lack of communication relating to their child’s reading abilities and 

the supports or programs offered at the school to assist them. 

Overall, most parents were happy with the level of information provided about school 

routines and policies, although some thought more would be helpful.  Some parents expressed 

concerns about the lack of a particular aspect of school communications, notably in relation to 

children’s difficulties and the supports and programs available at the school to assist them, 

communication by the teacher, especially about incidents, and information on school support 
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programs offered by the school.  More CP responded about communication issues than IP, 

although numbers were small. 

9.6.4.3 Friends. 

In both prestart and poststart interviews, parents were asked about children’s 

friendships.  In prestart interviews, parents spoke about children knowing or being friends with 

older children (relatives, family friends or neighbours) at the school (54 parents, 95%).  In 

poststart interviews, parents spoke about friends as being same-aged peers rather than older 

children, hence the drop in the number of parents referring to older children that were friends 

(eight parents, 14%). 

Overall, 40 parents (70%) reported that their child would start school with a friend.  

Friends were usually children attending the same PTSS as the child.  A small number of friends 

were children from sporting or other groups.  In the poststart interviews, 54 parents (95%) 

spoke about children making friends since starting.  Some parents discussed initial difficulties 

children had making friends, but noted that these issues had been resolved for most of the 

children by the time of the second interview. 

Over a quarter of the children were reported by parents to be starting school without a 

friend in their class (16 parents, 28%).  Some of these children had met children in their class 

briefly on orientation-to-school days.  In the poststart period, only four parents (7%) reported 

children starting school without a friend, indicating that most children had made at least one 

close friend in their class when starting school. 

Comparisons between the CP and IP for prestart interviews showed that 30 CP (100%) 

and 24 IP (89%) reported that their child had older friends at school.  Poststart responses were 

not compared as most parents referred to friends as same aged peers once children started 
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school.  Most parents in both groups indicated in prestart interviews that children had same-

age friends (21 CP, 70%; 19 IP, 70%).  In poststart interviews these numbers had increased (29 

CP, 97%; 25 IP, 96%).  Parents in both groups reported most children had made at least one 

close friend at school by the time of the second interview. 

9.6.4.4  Incidents. 

Twelve parents (21%) reported problems or incidents occurring in the school context 

during the poststart interview.  These incidents involved children’s inappropriate behaviour at 

school such as hitting another child; bullying or another child’s inappropriate behaviour, such 

as spitting; and the focus child having difficulties making friends or having problems with 

friends taking their possessions.  Parents spoke about specific incidents that occurred at school 

that caused them great concern.  One parent talked about the teacher reporting that her child 

had been trying to take school maths equipment.  When the teacher saw the child putting 

equipment in his pocket she asked him about it and he denied having anything in his pockets.  

The parent was very upset about this incident because the child was continuing to repeat this 

kind of behaviour at school and at home.  The parent was worried he would end up in serious 

trouble for stealing.  The teacher however had reassured the parent that working together 

they would handle the behaviour. 

Another parent sought the teacher’s help in resolving her child’s difficulties at school.  

This child did not like school because she was being teased by peers.  The mother reported 

improvements within a few days of asking for support from the class teacher.  Another parent 

spoke about her child’s challenging behaviours, which the teacher interpreted as his lack of co-

operation, but which the parent saw as his boredom and his way to challenge himself.  The 
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parent explained about the child getting into trouble because he changed his name on the 

mats children sat on in the classroom:  

So I then ask him … ‘Which one’s your mat? And where’s your name?’ And he said ‘I 
peel it off’.  So I said ‘How come?’ Then he said, ‘Oh if I peel mine off I got two other 
mats so each day I can change.  I don’t have to stick to one mat.  So Monday I can 
have that one.’ If the teacher’s misunderstood that he’s not co-operating but in his 
mind it’s a game.  It’s a challenge for him.  It’s a well, why do I stick to one? 

 

Yet another parent reported an incident where her child was injured at school and required 

hospitalisation and surgery.  This parent reported a fantastic response from teachers and the 

principal in handling the initial situation and assisting the child and parent upon the child’s 

return to school. 

Comparisons between CP and IP responses showed six CP (20%) and six IP (22%) 

reported incidents for their child, including: injuring another child at school (two CP, 7%); 

having difficulties making friends (two CP, 7%); or having difficulties with a friend taking 

possessions (one CP, 3%); or being sent to the office with a friend after being sprayed with 

drink (one CP, 3%).  Incidents reported by IP were also varied and related to the focus child: 

kicking a pigeon that flew at her in the toilets (one IP, 4%); taking mathematics equipment 

from school (one IP, 4%); being teased by other children (one IP, 4%); not co-operating in class 

and rearranging teacher organised items (1 IP, 4 %); and receiving an injury in an incident in the 

toilets (one IP, 4%).  One IP (4%) reported an incident in which another child’s inappropriate 

behaviour (spitting) impacted on her child. 

Overall, these incidents were reported as being resolved with the support of school 

staff and teachers.  Parent and teacher partnerships provided a foundation for working 

together to resolve these issues for the children involved.  The importance of building rapport 
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and trust with parents and maintaining open pathways of communication was shown to be 

important in resolving these incidents. 

9.6.4.5  Interventions. 

Parents of children with speech difficulties spoke about intervention programs.  In 

prestart interviews, six parents (11%) spoke about children having speech therapy prior to 

starting school.  These children had completed a course or were presently undergoing speech 

therapy.  In poststart interviews, eight parents (14%) spoke about interventions for their 

children, mostly related to speech therapy or occupational and speech therapy (seven parents, 

12%).  These programs had been arranged by parents through community health centres, 

sometimes on the suggestion of the child’s Kindergarten teacher.  One parent reported that 

her child needed glasses and was waiting to collect them after several months of assessments 

and a procedure to fix a cataract.  This parent had discussed seating arrangements with the 

teacher until the child received her glasses.  Only one parent reported that her child 

experienced speech and language difficulties in both prestart and poststart interviews.  This 

child was continuing to receive support for language and other learning difficulties, as well as 

treatment for an eye problem. 

Comparison of results of CP and IP showed one CP (3%) and five IP (19%) mentioned 

the focus child having an intervention.  The CP spoke about the focus child having speech 

therapy as she had been experiencing hearing problems that were impacting on her speech.  

The IP mentioned children were having speech therapy and/or occupational therapy.  In 

poststart interviews two CP (7%) reported children were having an intervention, with one 

having speech therapy and one an intervention for an eye problem.  The six IP (22%) reported 
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children were having speech and/or occupational therapy with only one IP (4%) reporting, in 

both prestart and poststart interviews, that the child was having speech therapy. 

9.6.4.6 Management and Curriculum. 

Parents reported various issues relating to school management and curriculum.  In 

prestart interviews, 11 parents (19%) related their issues with school management.  Two 

parents reported issues with the management of the school and curriculum in both their 

prestart and poststart interviews.  Of these two parents, the first reported issues with her child 

developing a reaction to hand wipes after using them three times a day to cater for a child with 

an anaphylactic reaction to nuts.  This parent negotiated for her child to use hand soap instead, 

which presented no problems to the class teacher.  The other parent reported her 

disappointment that the private school, where her child was enrolled, offered an orientation 

session for her child lasting “about three hours” where “they walked around and stuff but 

that's it”.  This parent spoke about the differences in the public and private systems and how 

she had been proactive in arranging for her son to attend a readiness program offered by an 

occupational therapist because one was not offered at his school: 

The public schools run school readiness, [his friend] goes to it but he wasn't allowed 
to, ‘cause he's going to a private school.  The private school doesn't run school 
readiness and I thought he might need some of that and I thought if he goes to an 
occupational therapist now, rather than wait ‘til he's nearly in Year 2 like his sister, 
they may be able to correct anything that's gone wrong. 

 

Responses from three parents (5%) focused on assessments of children to determine 

Kindergarten class allocations in schools.  These children’s academic ability was assessed at the 

end of the year prior to starting school.  Some parents also expressed disappointment that 

they would not find out who their child’s class teacher was until the end of the first few weeks 

of school as the school moved children around in those initial weeks until classes were finally 
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allocated.  Parents also thought it would be better for children to be in classes with their 

friends rather than allocating classes by children’s academic ability.  One parent expressed 

difficulties moving interstate and dealing with differences in school systems; she explained that 

her child would be in Kindergarten again because the year before primary school was called 

Kindergarten in Queensland, and in New South Wales Kindergarten was the first year of 

primary school. 

In poststart interviews, 43 parents (75%) spoke about a range of positive and negative 

aspects of school management and curriculum.  Positive aspects reflected responses from 23 

parents (40%) and included instances of school staff providing assistance and support in 

resolving problems concerning their child, opportunities schools had provided for them to 

learn about curriculum through parent classes and programs to support children’s speech and 

language provided at the school.  Parents also spoke about receiving adequate support when 

children started school, especially in the form of information about school practices and 

routines.  One parent of a child with special learning needs expressed the benefits of grouping 

children in classes based on their academic abilities so that her child felt he was achieving.  

Another parent highlighted the benefits of the group environment for learning, with children 

learning from each other and not just from the teacher. 

Five parents (9%) expressed disappointment when the school used relief teachers in 

Kindergarten, especially at the beginning of the year when children were settling into school.  

Schools had experienced changes in teachers in the first few weeks of school, which parents 

found particularly unsettling for their child.  They expressed disappointed that it took several 

weeks for the school to organise the permanent Kindergarten teacher.  Three parents (5%) 

spoke about being unsure how to support their child because of a lack of information about 
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school curriculum, which had changed from the way it was taught when they were at school.  

One parent expressed her disappointment at not being notified when her child was getting 

awards at assembly.  Another, identified differences in educational goals and discipline when 

the family moved interstate.  Issues with unsatisfactory management in schools was reported 

by 21 parents (37%), which included general references to management of bullying and other 

incidents occurring in the school context.  In addition, one parent spoke about the change in 

principal that had occurred and the negative effect this had when changes were made to the 

established routines at the school.  Management of gifted children was also mentioned, with 

one parent hoping for a better way to extend her child’s learning than the child receiving 

‘double the work’ that the other Kindergarten students were given. 

Comparisons between CP and IP responses showed that four CP (13%) and seven IP 

(26%) raised an issue relating to school management.  However, only one parent from each 

group related an issue in both their prestart and poststart interview.  The CP was unhappy 

about her child using a hand wipes to cater for a child with allergies.  The IP was disappointed 

in a readiness program not being offered at the school her child was attending.  Parents in both 

groups reported children having assessments before starting school and differences in school 

systems when changing schools as other management issues.  In poststart interviews, 

responses from 23 CP (77%) and 20 IP (74%) were compared.  Both groups spoke about 

negative and positive aspects of school management. 

CP reported positive aspects included principals and teachers being supportive to 

resolve issues, and opportunities for parents to attend classes that helped them learn how to 

support children’s learning.  CP were disappointed in other aspects including: teachers taking 

leave and the use of relief teachers; lack of organisation in designating classes at the beginning 
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of the school year; lack of information given to parents about curriculum before parent-teacher 

interviews; and the way schools catered for gifted children.  One CP also spoke of wanting the 

school to notify parents when children were receiving awards at assembly so they could 

arrange to attend.  Another CP noted the differences in educational goals and discipline at 

schools when the child had changed schools. Management of bullying or incidents was raised 

by CP.  In addition, CP talked about the effect a new principal had on school routines. 

IP reported on the speech programs provided at school or the need for them to follow 

up with outside agencies when schools identified speech difficulties for children.  IP also spoke 

about having adequate support, especially information about school routines, when starting 

school.  One IP mentioned the benefits for her child, with special needs, of being in a class 

based on ability level; her child now felt he was achieving because he was with children of 

similar abilities.  Other IP highlighted the benefits of the group learning environment for 

children as they were learning from each other.  IP also expressed the need to be supported in 

understanding changes in the curriculum and how it is taught; and for supports to be provided 

for children who did not want to be at school or for disruptions caused by teacher absences. 

Overall, issues about school management and curriculum were varied but many were 

based in the need for the school to communicate more effectively with parents about practices 

and routines.  Partnerships formed with parents, and effective communication within those 

relationship, were fundamental to resolving issues or improving outcomes when dealing with 

the management and curriculum issues raised by parents. 

9.7 Parental hopes and dreams for the child.   

In prestart and poststart interviews, parents responded to questions concerning their 

hopes and dreams for their child.  In prestart interviews parents were asked, “What are your 
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hopes and dreams for your child as they begin school?” In poststart interviews, parents were 

asked, “Now your child has started at school, what are your hopes and dreams for your child?” 

Responses were coded into subcategories including: academic aspirations, culture, being 

healthy, occupations, social/emotional-behavioural aspirations, speech, success and a 

subcategory defined by parents as ‘whatever the child wants to do’.  Subcategories were 

further subdivided to differentiate what parents believed would represent their child attaining 

the aspiration.  For example, parents identifying academic aspirations for their child spoke 

about children: getting a job after school; liking and learning at school; completing school; and 

being smart or bright. 

When parents spoke about their child having an occupation they referred to the child 

being or not being a doctor or a lawyer, or being a professional sportsperson.  No other specific 

occupations were identified.  Social-emotional aspirations encompassed several areas including 

children being happy, confident and strong, safe and ‘fitting in’ at school.  The subcategory of 

success was subdivided to reflect what parents thought it meant for their child to be 

successful.  Several areas were identified as signifying success including achieving in life, not 

‘blowing it’ and heading in the right direction.  The results for parents’ prestart and poststart 

responses are presented in Table 9-16. 
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Table 9-16.  Hopes and Dreams for Children Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Hopes and dreams 56 98 56 98 

Academic aspirations 31 54 28 49 

Get a job 3 5 5 9 

Like/ Learn/ Finish school 25 44 20 35 

Smart-Bright 9 16 9 16 

Culture 0 0 1 2 

Healthy 2 4 1 2 

Occupation 7 12 8 14 

Doctor-Lawyer 3 5 5 9 

Not a doctor 3 5 1 2 

Professional sportsperson 1 2 2 4 

Social-emotional/Behaviour 

aspirations 

25 44 25 44 

Calms down 2 4 0 0 

Confidence - Strong 10 17 8 14 

Copes 1 2 0 0 

Discipline 1 2 1 2 

Fit in 3 5 7 12 

Happy 15 26 19 33 

Safe 3 5 1 2 

Speech 2 4 1 2 

Success 32 56 32 56 

Achieve in life 13 23 27 47 

Doesn't blow it 0 0 3 5 

Don't be like me – better  7 12 6 11 

Get out of area 0 0 1 2 

Professional sportsperson 1 2 2 4 

Right direction 15 26 6 11 

Whatever he-she wants to do 16 28 22 39 
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Responses of parents were coded in several subcategories.  For example, one parent 

hoped her child would be happy and fit in, so responses were coded at both levels.  At prestart 

interviews, of the 25 parent (44%) responses coded as social-emotional/behavioural 

aspirations, 18 parents (32%) mentioned similar aspirations in their poststart interviews.  

Overall, of the 57 parents interviewed, only one parent stated she had not really thought about 

her hopes and dreams for her child. 

In prestart interviews, the code with most responses related to parents hoping their 

child would have success (32 parents, 56%) and/or involved academic aspirations for their child 

(31 parents, 54%).  Academic aspirations for the child included: children liking school, learning 

and finishing school (25 parents, 44%); being ‘smart’ or ‘bright’ at school (nine parents, 16%); 

and getting a job (three parents, 5%).  Parents also hoped children would head in ‘the right 

direction’ (15 parents, 26%), be happy (15 parents, 26%) and achieve in life (13 parents, 23%).  

For parents, heading in the right direction meant children staying ‘out of trouble’, making the 

‘right decisions’ and ‘behaving’.  A number of parents also stated they wanted their child to do 

‘whatever they wanted to do’ (16 parents, 28%). 

In poststart interviews, 56 parents (98%) spoke about their hopes and dreams for their 

child.  Parents still mentioned academic aspirations (28 parents, 49%) with an emphasis on 

children liking and completing school (20 parents, 35%).  Thirty two (56%) also wanted their 

child to have success, referred to as achieving in life by ‘doing their best’, doing or being 

‘something’, or doing well (27 parents, 47%); going in the right direction (six parents, 11 %); 

and being better than the parent (six parents, 11%).  The focus on children doing ‘whatever 

they wanted to do’ (22 parents, 39%) remained.  Results for the comparison for CP and IP 

across the category of hopes and aspirations are reported in Table 9-17.  
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Table 9-17.  Hopes and Dreams for the Child Reported by Intervention and Comparison Parents (nCP=30, nIP=27)  

Category and subcategories Prestart Poststart 

 Number of 

CP referring 

to items in 

each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total 

CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total  

IP 

Number of 

CP referring 

to items in 

each 

sub/category 

Percent 

total CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total 

IP 

Hopes and dreams 30 100 26 96 30 100 26 96 

Academic aspirations 14 47 17 63 15 50 13 48 

Get a job 1 3 2 7 3 10 2 7 

Get an education 12 40 13 48 11 37 9 33 

Smart-Bright 5 17 4 15 5 17 4 15 

Occupation 4 13 3 11 4 13 4 15 

Doctor-Lawyer 2 7 1 4 1 3 4 15 

Not a doctor 1 3 2 7 1 3 0 0 

Professional sportsperson 1 3 0 0 2 7 0 0 

Social-emotional/Behaviour 

aspirations 

14 47 11 41 17 57 8 30 

Calms down 1 3. 1 4 0 0 0 0 

Confident - Strong 6 20 4 15 6 20 2 7 

Copes 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Category and subcategories Pre-start Post start 

 Number of 

CP referring 

to items in 

each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total 

CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total  

IP 

Number of 

CP referring 

to items in 

each 

sub/category 

Percent 

total CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percen

t total 

IP 

Fit in 1 3 2 7 4 13 3 11 

Happy 9 30 6 22 13 43 6 22 

Safe 1 3 2 7 0 0 1 3 

Success 16 53 16 59 15 50 17 63 

Achieve 7 23 6 22 14 47 13 48 

Doesn't blow it 0 0 0 0 1 3 2 7 

Don't be like me/ better than 

me 

3 10 4 15 1 3 5 19 

Get out of area 0 0 0 0 1 3 0 0 

Professional sportsperson 1 3 0 0 2 7 0 0 

Right direction 8 27 7 26 0 0 6 22 

Whatever the child wants to do 10 33 6 22 12 40 10 37 

Culture 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 

Health 0 0 2 7 0 0 1 4 

Speech 0 0 2 7 0 0 1 3 

Unsure 0 0 1 4 0 0 1 4 
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In prestart interviews 14 CP (47%) and 17 IP (63%) reported academic aspirations for 

their child, with parents most frequently mentioning the importance of getting an education 

(12 CP, 40%; 13 IP, 48%).  In poststart interviews, 15 CP (50%) and 13 IP (48%) reported 

academic aspirations for their child, with getting an education remaining the most frequent 

response (11 CP, 37%; nine IP, 33%).  Occupational aspirations were coded for a small number 

of responses in prestart and poststart interviews with both groups reporting similarly in this 

subcategory. 

In the subcategory of social-emotional and behavioural aspirations for prestart 

responses, parents in both groups wanted their children to be happy (nine CP, 30%; six IP, 

22%), and confident and strong (six CP, 20%; four IP, 15%).  In poststart interviews, parents also 

indicated they wanted children to be happy (13 CP, 43%; six IP, 22%) and confident and strong 

(six CP, 20%; two IP, 7%).  In prestart interviews, parents indicating they wanted success for 

their child spoke about the child going in the right direction (8 CP, 27%; 7 IP, 26%) and 

achieving (seven CP, 23%; six IP, 22%).  In poststart interviews, parents in both groups still 

indicated they wanted children to achieve (14 CP, 47%; 13 IP, 48%), with six IP (22%) also 

indicating they wanted children to go in the right direction, while CP did not indicate this 

subcategory.  Additional aspirations were compared.  Parents referred to the child doing 

‘whatever they wanted to do’ in both prestart responses (10 CP, 33%; six IP, 22%) and poststart 

responses (12 CP, 40%; 10 IP, 37%). 

Overall, parents held positive aspirations for their child, noting the importance of 

achieving academically, being socially and emotionally happy and confident, and experiencing 

success and achievement in life.  Similar responses were given by both CP and IP with some 

slight areas of difference in the subcategories for particular groups and time points  
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9.8 Top Tips for New Parents 

In poststart interviews only, parents were asked to offer their advice to a parent with a 

child about to start school.  The category of “top tip” recorded parents’ responses to the 

question, “If you had to give advice to another parent starting a child at school what would 

your top tip be?”  Responses were coded according to 17 subcategories with results presented 

in Table 9-18. 

Table 9-9-18.  Parents’ Top Tip for Other Parents Starting a Child at School (n=57) (Poststart only). 

Category and subcategories Number of parents referring 

to items in each sub/category 

Percentage of total 

number of parents 

Top tip 54 95 

A reward system 1 2 

Attend PTSS 9 16 

Be prepared yourself 4 7 

Be there for them 6 11 

Do your groundwork 8 14 

Don't let them get behind 1 2 

Don't send them if they're not ready 4 7 

Get involved in classroom 1 2 

Independence - Letting them go 6 11 

Leave 4 7 

Prepare them 9 16 

Reading and writing 4 7 

Relax - Not as bad as you think 6 11 

Teach them to love school 1 2 

They look good they get treated better 1 2 

Tiredness 1 2 

Work out what works for you and your 

kid 

4 7 
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Overall, 54 parents (95%) responded with their top tip.  The responses of 12 parents 

(21%) were coded in more than one subcategory.  For example, one parent’s responses were 

to “let them go because that was my mistake.  I was worrying too much and then I realised it 

was over nothing” and “I would really, really, really [paused] like advise them to get them into 

preschool cause that really, really helped, and got him ready for Kindergarten.”  These 

responses were coded at three categories: independence – “letting them go”; attend prior-to-

school setting; and “relax- not as bad as you think”. 

Parents responded with various tips for parents starting a child at school.  The 

subcategories with the highest number of parent responses were: parents making sure the 

child attended a prior-to-school setting (nine parents, 16%); preparing the child for school 

(nine parents, 16%); and parents ‘doing your groundwork’ to ensure the school is what you 

want for your child (eight parents, 14%).  One parent reasoned: 

If your questions are answered then the children, when they ask you questions, 
you’ve got something to tell them as well so that helps to allay some of their fears.  
So I think just be as much of a sticky beak as you can [laughed] and just find out as 
much as you can before they start so that your fears are allayed and that helps 
them. 

 

Parents also offered suggestions around being there for the child; letting the child be 

independent and letting go; and relaxing because ‘it is not as bad as you think’. 

Overall, parents felt that preparing the child and being prepared themselves, by being 

knowledgeable about the school, were important when children started school.  Preparing the 

child involved having the child attend a PTSS, and making children aware of what school would 

be like by giving them experiences that were ‘school like’ such as spending time at school, 

helping them learn about the school routine and aspects of the classroom and playground 

environments, including responding to the bell and being with older children.  In addition, 
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parents felt that being well informed about the school and relaxed helped them to alleviate 

children’s fears or worries and helped the child to be more relaxed.  Only one parent felt that it 

was important to get involved in the classroom although, this had previously been mentioned 

as something parents wanted to do, and as a way of finding out what was happening at school 

and what things children were learning at school.  Comparisons for CP and IP responses were 

made with the results presented in table 9-19.  

Table 9-19.  Parent’s Top Tip to a Parent Starting a Child at School (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of CP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total IP 

Top tip 29 97 25 93 

Attend PTSS 4 13 5 18 

Prepare them 5 17 4 15 

Do your groundwork 4 13 4 15 

Leave 4 13 0 0 

What works for you and your child 4 13 0 0 

Be prepared yourself 2 7 2 7 

Be there for them 1 3 5 19 

Don't send them if they're not ready 1 3 3 11 

Reading and writing 1 3 3 11 

‘Let them go’ - Independence 3 10 3 11 

Not as bad as you think - Relax 3 10 3 11 

Get involved in classroom 1 3 0 0 

Teach them to love school 1 3 0 0 

They look good they get treated 

better 

1 3 0 0 

Tiredness 1 3 0 0 

Don't let them get behind 0 0 1 4 

A reward system 0 0 1 4 
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Responses varied across groups though numbers were small in each subcategory.  The 

main suggestions from CP were: to prepare children for school (five CP, 17%); attend a PTSS 

(four CP, 13%), do your groundwork (four CP, 13%); leave straight away when you drop the 

child at school (four CP, 13%); and do what works for you and your child (four CP, 13%).  For IP 

the tips were: for children to attend a PTSS (five IP, 19%); for parents to be there for their child 

(five IP, 19%); to prepare children (four IP, 15%); and do the groundwork (four CP, 15%).  Both 

CP and IP thought it was important, have them attend a PTSS, and for the parent to gain 

knowledge about the school.  Overall, IP responses also focused on the emotional needs of the 

child in providing parental support by ‘being there for the child’ (one CP, 3%; five IP, 19%), not 

sending children unless they were ready (one CP, 3%; three IP, 11%), and not mentioning items 

such as leave straight away when you drop the child at school (four CP, 13%). 

9.9 Children’s Experiences and Attitudes Reported by Parents 

The results presented in this section illustrate parental perceptions of the child’s 

experiences and attitudes at school.  Responses in this category were coded into several 

subcategories: aspects of school life; evaluation of the school day; child’s feelings about school; 

major changes in child since starting; and the recognition of the child as an individual by the 

school. 

9.9.1 Aspects of school life. 

This subcategory was coded further into several subsections: school activities children 

would enjoy and/or do well in; child’s relationship with the teacher; aspects of growing; 

language; physical aspects of school; social-emotional adjustment; and aspects of the school 

system. 
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9.9.1.1 School activities children would enjoy and/or do well in. 

Parents identified school activities they thought their child would enjoy and/or do well 

in at school in prestart interviews.  In poststart interviews, parents spoke of children doing well 

or enjoying particular activities at school such as academic activities, arts-drama based 

activities, lunch, play, sport and a miscellaneous group of other activities.  The results are 

shown in Table 9-20 for prestart and poststart responses. 

Table 9-20.  Activities Reported by Parents that Children Enjoy And/or Do Well In (n=57) 

Category and 

subcategories 

Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Academic focus 11 19 8 14 

Arts-drama based  11 19 2 4 

Play 4 7 3 5 

Sport 2 4 4 7 

Other activities 6 11 1 2 

 

Parent responses in some areas changed over the interviews.  For example, parents 

who thought their children would enjoy and do well in arts-drama based areas, such as 

dancing, singing, painting and drawing (11 parents, 19%) thought differently once the child had 

started at school with only two parents (4%) still speaking about arts-based areas.  This 

compared with parents who thought children would enjoy and/or do well in academic 

activities.  Responses in this subcategory remained consistent between prestart interviews (11 

parents, 19%) and poststart interviews (eight parents, 14%).  A core group of five parents 
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mentioned this activity in both prestart and poststart interviews.  Comparison of CP and IP 

results are reported in Table 9-21. 
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Table 9-21.  Activities Reported by IP and CP  that Children Enjoy And/or Do Well In (nCP=30, nIP=27) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of CP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total IP 

Number of CP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total CP 

Number of IP 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percent 

Total IP 

Academic focus 7 23 4 15 5 17 3 11 

Art-drama-music based 6 20 5 19 1 3 1 4 

Play 2 7 2 7 1 3 2 7 

Sport 2 7 0 0 2 7 2 7 

Other activities 3 10 3 11 1 3 0 0 
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CP had a slightly greater focus on academic activities in prestart interview.  Both 

groups thought children would enjoy arts based activities in prestart interviews, though this 

had changed once children started school.  The overall changes may indicate parents changing 

perceptions of children’s abilities as they entered school and were compared with other 

children of similar age.  It could also indicate that parents no longer perceive these activities as 

important once the child starts school. 

9.9.1.2 Children’s relationships with the teacher.   

Parents were asked to report on the relationship their child had with the Kindergarten 

teacher.  Results are presented in Table 9-22 for prestart and poststart interviews. 

Table 9-22.  Parents’ Perceptions of the Child-Teacher Relationship (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of parents 

referring to items in 

each category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of parents 

Number of parents 

referring to items in 

each category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of parents 

Child relationship with teacher 8 14 52 91 

Positive feelings 8 14 47 82 

Mixed 0 0 5 9 

Negative feelings 0 0 0 0 

 

A small number of parents in prestart interviews (eight, 14%) reported positive feelings 

between the child and teacher.  The number of parents reporting this relationship was low 

because at the time of the prestart interviews many children had not had contact with their 

Kindergarten teacher.  In poststart interviews, 52 parents (91% of parents) spoke about the 

relationship the child had developed with the Kindergarten teacher, with the majority 

reporting positive feelings (47 parents, 82%).  Comments included, “She loves her teacher.  She 
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says she’s got the best teacher ever.”  Some parents (five, 9%) also reported children 

expressing mixed emotions towards their teacher but thought overall that the children liked 

their Kindergarten teacher.  “He tells me she won’t be happy if his homework’s not finished.”  

Another parent explained the difficulties faced by her child in forming relationships with 

substitute teachers, in place of the class teacher:  

When we first started, the school, we were told that there would be only two 
teachers … that would be taking the class.  But over the time it hasn’t been.  There’s 
been other substitute teachers that are coming in and she’s not coping with it. 

 

Comparison of CP and IP results indicated that eight IP in prestart interviews reported 

children’s positive feelings for the teacher.  In poststart interviews, both groups of parents 

reported children’s positive feelings towards the teacher (27CP, 90%; 24IP, 89%).  One IP 

reported her child having mixed feeling towards the teacher, and two CP (7%) and four IP 

(15%) reported children having negative feelings towards their teacher.  Negative feelings 

were associated with teachers having difficulties settling the child to the set tasks, the 

teacher being unhappy if homework was not completed, and the child being unhappy with 

the teacher’s absence because this meant a relief teacher took the class.  Overall, both 

groups reported that most children experienced mainly positive relationships with their 

teacher. 

9.9.1.3 Aspects of growing. 

Parents’ responses about children growing up or maturing were noted in poststart 

interviews only.  The growing category included parent references to the child being more 

independent or responsible than they were before starting school, growing up, and developing.  

Overall, seven parents (12%) mentioned aspects of the child growing.  Some noted that 

children had grown up in a general sense, “He’s grown up so much and I think he’s not that 
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little boy anymore.” While others spoke about particular characteristics the child now 

displayed, “She’s become more responsible” or “I have seen a lot of developing.  Speaking, 

writing, understanding.”  Comparison of the CP and IP results across the 3 CP (10%) and 4 IP 

(5%) whose responses were coded in this category reported similar outcomes. 

9.9.1.4 Language. 

Two parents (4%) raised concerns about their child’s language development prior to 

the child starting school.  These parents were both IP (7%) and concerned that the child might 

be teased at school because of language difficulties or would have difficulty learning and 

understanding subjects at school.  In poststart interviews, five parents (9%) reported on their 

children’s language development.  Three CP (10%) spoke about their child’s language 

improving with stories of the child becoming more talkative and parents seeing improvements 

in language skills since starting school.  The two IP initially concerned about children’s language 

both reported improvements and positive changes for their child’s language development 

since the children had started at school.  In addition, parental concerns about children 

experiencing difficulties at school because of language problems were unsubstantiated.  

Parents believed that their child’s language had improved considerably because they were 

participating with other children at school. 

9.9.1.5 Physical aspects of school. 

In the poststart interviews, a small number of parents referred to several physical 

aspects of children’s experiences of school such as physical discomfort at school caused by 

stomach aches, tiredness, and hunger.  Physical aspects of the school context, such as the 

playground, were also mentioned by parents.  There was no mention of physical aspects of 
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school in prestart interviews, suggesting that parents did not consider these aspects of school, 

or thought they would not present difficulties for their child. 

Physical discomfort of children was reported by two parents (4%).  Reasons differed for 

each child.  One parent (one IP, 4%) reported her child complaining about his discomfort 

caused by sitting in wet pants on several occasions, once from a toileting accident and the 

other occasions when he had walked around the school in the rain and his pants were soaked 

at the bottom.  The other (one CP, 3%) parent reported her child experienced stomach aches.  

Three other parents (5%) reported children being happier when coming home after school 

when they had eaten their lunch.  These parents (two CP, 7%; one IP, 4%) felt that having 

enough time to eat and then play was important, but noted that their children would prefer to 

play and often skipped lunch.  Aspects of the physical environment of school were reported by 

two parents (4%).  One CP (3%) reported her child was experiencing problems with older 

children in the playground and having difficulties finding her friends on the large playground 

area.  One IP (4%) reported that her child loved to take a ball to school and run around in the 

large open areas of the school.  Five parents (9%), three CP (10%) and two IP (7%), reported 

children feeling physically tired when returning home from school and sometimes sleeping in 

the afternoon after school. 

For a small number of children, the physical aspects of school presented some 

difficulties.  These children were able to overcome their difficulties with the help of parents 

and teachers.  Sometimes this meant adopting stricter monitoring by teachers to ensure 

children sat and ate before playing or monitoring and assisting children on the playground. 
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9.9.1.6 Social-emotional adjustment to school. 

In prestart interviews, five parents (9%) spoke about their perceptions of the child’s 

social-emotional adjustment to school, including children being able to interact with other 

children through their ability to stand up for oneself, and find other children to play with if a 

child was not playing appropriately with them.  One parent spoke of her child’s continuing 

clinginess and her acceptance that starting school would most likely not improve this 

behaviour. 

In poststart interviews, 24 parents (42%) reported aspects of their child’s social-

emotional adjustment and experiences of making and sharing with friends at school.  Although 

some children had experienced initial adjustment difficulties, particularly in making friends and 

adjusting to the greater independence needed in the school context, parents reported that 

children had overcome these initial difficulties and were much happier at school by the end of 

the second term.  Parents also reported that once children had made friends in their 

Kindergarten class, or had solved problems they were having with other children they seemed 

happier at school. 

Comparisons between CP and IP responses in prestart interviews indicated that three 

CP (10%) and two IP (7%) reported on their child’s social-emotional adjustment.  In poststart 

interviews 14 CP (47%) and 10 IP (37) reported similarly in this subcategory.  Initial difficulties 

children had experienced had been resolved or had improved by the time of the poststart 

interview. 

9.9.1.7 School system. 

Responses highlighting aspects of the school system were divided into three 

subcategories: curriculum issues, rules-rewards system and the school routine.  Parents spoke 
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about aspects of the school system in poststart interviews only.  The results are presented in 

Table 9-23. 

Table 9-23.  Negative and Positive Aspects of the School System Reported by Parents (Poststart 

only)(n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of parents referring 

to items in each category 

Percentage of total number 

of parents 

Curriculum 6 11 

Rules -Reward punishment system 14 25 

School Routine 10 18 

9.9.1.7.1 Curriculum. 

A few parents reported aspects of curriculum (six, 11%) in positive and negative ways.  

Overall the responses of three CP (10%) and three IP (11%) were coded in this subcategory.  

One CP thought the way the school approached Kindergarten curriculum was great because 

“all kindies [Kindergarten children] are starting with a clean slate.  It doesn’t matter what they 

know or what they’ve learnt prior, they’re all being judged as knowing nothing.”  This idea of 

starting the curriculum from the same point for all children “made it a lot easier for me [the 

parent] … there wasn’t any pressure for [my child] to be at a certain level either.”  In contrast, 

another CP thought that children could be taught more, with the outcome that children would 

then do better.  A third CP stated that her child was bored after the first week at school.  Two 

IP (7%) felt that the curriculum suited their children as they were kept busy and were learning 

lots of new things.  The other IP (4%) indicated that the school curriculum did not suit her child 

and he was beginning to misbehave more in class because he needed to be able to move 

around “whenever he got a bit … antsy” like he was able to in his PTSS.  For this particular child, 

the changes from PTSS to school, particularly the change to having little control over the 

duration and choice of activity manifested as disruptive behaviour in the classroom. 
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Parents discussed the diverse level of skills and competencies children had when they 

started school and the difficulties faced by many teachers in meeting the needs of all learners 

in the Kindergarten classroom.  Some of the approaches that could be used in teaching a group 

of young children in Kindergarten were raised by parents such as giving children more freedom 

of movement in the classroom, as well as providing some choices in activities and the duration 

of these. 

9.9.1.7.2 Rules and rewards. 

Parents also spoke about the rules and reward system of the school their child 

attended, noting particularly the rules of the school, awards given for compliance, and 

discipline when children did not follow the school rules.  In poststart interviews, 14 parents 

(25%) mentioned the rules and rewards system at their child’s school.  Parents reported 

children getting into trouble because they had disobeyed a school rule (seven parents, 12%) 

and receiving an award at school (nine parents, 16%).  Two parents mentioned both these 

aspects of the rules and rewards system for their child. 

Comparisons indicated that six CP (20%) and eight IP (30%) spoke about the rules and 

reward system at school.  CP spoke about children getting into trouble from teachers 

concerning school rules (four CP, 13%) or children getting awards at school (two CP, 7%).  IP 

spoke about children being upset when they got into trouble or receiving a detention because 

they had not followed a school rule (three IP, 11%), and being happy when they got awards 

(seven IP, 26 %).  Two IP (7%) reported both negative and positive aspects for this subcategory.  

Overall, parents reported similar aspects of the school rules and rewards system in terms of 

the event with IP reporting the emotions along with the event, possibly indicating they may be 

more in tune with their emotions and those of their child, and on the impact of such 
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interactions and events on a relational level.  Parents accepted the practice of the use of 

extrinsic rewards by teachers to reward and motivate children. However, the importance of 

children developing intrinsic motivation rather than being extrinsically motivated indicates 

there may be a need for further professional development of teachers in use of curriculum 

content to inspire children to love learning rather than becoming reliant on extrinsic rewards. 

9.9.1.8 School routines. 

This subcategory was used to code aspects of parents’ responses that related to 

children’s adjustment to school routines.  A total of 10 parents (18%) mentioned that the child 

had adjusted to the school routines by the end of the second term at school.  Some parents 

reported that their child experienced some initial difficulties in adjusting to the changes in their 

daily routines when starting school, including: going to bed earlier so they could get up in the 

morning, be on time and ready for school; coping with longer hours in the school day than they 

had experienced in their prior-to-school settings; and getting used to being one of many 

children in a classroom context.  In poststart interviews, parents reported that children had 

adjusted well to these changes.  Comparison of results showed six CP (20%) and four IP (15%) 

reported similar aspects of school routines. 

9.9.2 Evaluation of the child’s school day. 

Parents were asked to evaluate the child’s day at school by responding to two 

questions in their poststart interviews: “What is a good day like for your child at school?” and 

“What is a bad day like for your child at school?” 

9.9.2.1 Positive aspects 

Parents expressed their thoughts about what their child enjoyed about school by 

thinking about what a good day was like for their child at school.  Some parents indicated that 
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their children had a good day every day at school, while others identified particular elements 

of school life that their child enjoyed.  Positive aspects of school life were identified by 55 

parents (96%) in prestart interviews, and 51 parents (90%) in poststart interviews.  These 

included particular activities the child enjoyed at school, having a friend to play with at recess 

and lunch times, being acknowledged for getting spelling correct, or receiving a classroom or 

school award for their work or behaviour.  Parents also noted that children were cheerful when 

they had a good day.  Some indicated that children had a good day when they ate lunch.  

Comparisons for CP and IP showed that reports were made from 30 CP (100%) and 25 IP (93%) 

in prestart interviews, and 26 CP (87%) and 25 IP (93%) in poststart interviews.  Overall both 

groups reported similar positive aspects of school. 

9.9.2.2 Negative aspects 

Thirty nine parents (69%) also reported negative aspects of their child’s school day in 

poststart interviews.  According to parents, the negative aspects of school life varied for 

children, but included: having social difficulties getting along with friends; being reprimanded 

by their teacher for behaviour that broke school rules; being embarrassed about an incident 

such as falling over at school or being singled out by the teacher for doing something wrong; 

having difficulties adjusting to changes in teachers when a relief teacher took the class; 

experiencing tiredness; and feeling unwell at school.  Many of the negative aspects reported 

here were coded in other categories of this study.  For example, children experiencing 

difficulties with friends were also categorised in the area of social-emotional aspects of school 

adjustment.  Comparisons for CP and IP showed similar results for the 19 CP (63%) and 20 IP 

(74%) whose responses were coded in this subcategory.  Despite these similarities, reports of 

negative aspects of school varied for each family. 
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These two subcategories, positive and negative aspects of school life, provide an 

indication of factors parents regarded as important in children’s everyday school experiences 

and demonstrate the variation in these aspects for individual families. 

9.9.3 Child’s feelings about school reported by parents. 

In prestart interviews, parents were asked how they thought their child was feeling 

about starting school.  In poststart interviews, parents were asked to recall how the child had 

felt on starting school.  The results are reported in Table 9-24. 

Table 9-24.  Child’s Feelings about School Reported by Parents (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Responses Poststart Responses 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Number of 

parents 

referring to 

items in each 

category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

parents 

Feelings about school 55 97 57 100 

Anxious - Nervous - Worried 6 11 6 11 

Bored 0 0 1 2 

Don't like school 0 0 2 4 

Excited/ Happy  47 82 39 68 

Mixed emotions 4 7 12 21 

Negative emotions 13 23 23 40 

Shy 3 5 4 7 

Taking it in stride 1 2 1 2 

Return to PTSS or stay home 1 2 4 7 

 

Those parents who indicated that their child felt anxious, nervous or worried about 

school (six, 11%) in prestart interviews were not the same six parents (11%) who identified 

these feelings during their poststart interview.  Forty-seven parents (82%) reported that 
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children were feeling excited and happy about starting school in prestart interviews.  

Responses were lower for poststart interviews, with 39 parents (68%) reporting their child still 

felt excited and happy about school.  After starting school, children were reported by a greater 

number of parents: to be feeling mixed emotions (12, 21%), to have negative emotions about 

school (23, 40%), to not like school at all (two, 4%), or to want to return to their PTSS or stay 

home from school (four, 7%).  Overall, a high number of parents in poststart interviews 

reported that children continued to feel excited or happy about school, but a greater number 

of parents also reported children expressing negative emotions related to school. 

Comparison of CP and IP results indicated that during prestart interviews, 27 CP (90%) 

and 20 IP (74%) thought their child was feeling excited, happy or looking forward to starting 

school.  In addition, two CP (7%) and four IP (15%) stated they thought their child was feeling 

anxious or nervous about starting school.  Parents also reported children feeling shy (three IP, 

11%), taking it in their stride (one IP, 4%) or having mixed emotions (two CP, 7%; two IP, 7%) or 

wanting to remain in the PTSS (one CP, 3%).  In poststart interviews, 21 CP (70%) and 18 IP 

(67%) reported children to be excited or happy about being at school.  Slightly more children in 

the comparison group were reported to be anxious or nervous about school (five CP, 17%) than 

children in the intervention group (one IP, 4%).  However, mixed emotions were reported by 

more IP (eight, 30%) compared to CP (four, 13%).  These results are not unexpected as 

children’s initial feelings of excitement about school may turn to ambivalence as they adjust to 

school.  Overall, most children across both groups were reported to enjoy being at school. 

9.9.3.1 Changes in children since starting school. 

Parents in poststart interviews were asked what they thought the major change had 

been for their child since starting school.  Responses are presented in Table 9-25. 
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Table 9-25.  Changes in Children Since Starting School Reported by Parents(n=57) 

Category and subcategories Poststart Responses 

Number of parents referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage of total 

number of parents 

Change/s in child since starting 47 82 

Confidence 15 26 

Discipline 8 14 

Friendship 5 9 

Grown up 6 11 

Homework 2 4 

Learning 11 19 

Self-sufficiency 2 4 

Listening to the teacher 4 7 

Routines/Length of school day  14 25 

Separation 2 4 

Speech-language 3 5 

 

Fifteen parents (26%) reported that children had gained in confidence since starting 

school.  Other major changes included children adjusting to changes in routines and the length 

of a school day (14 parents, 25%), and changes in children’s learning, with 11 parents (19%) 

expressing their amazement at how quickly children were learning, particularly to read and 

write.  Comparison of results for CP and IP for major changes showed that 10 CP (33%) and one 

IP (4%) identified changes in children’s learning.  One possible explanation is that children in 

the intervention group may have been exposed to, and more prepared for, the activities and 

expectations of the school learning environment.  It could also be that IP did not report these 

changes, possibly considering them as part of normal child development. 
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Adjustment to the school day and routines was reported by eight CP (27%) and six IP 

(22%) as a change for the child.  Both groups (five CP, 17%; three IP, 11%) reported discipline, 

being explained as the child having to sit, focus and do what they were told, as a major change 

for the child.  Changes in the child’s confidence after start were reported by 11 CP (37%) and 

four IP (15%); perhaps suggesting IP thought their children were confident from the beginning 

of school.  In addition, other major changes for children were reported to include the 

requirement of listening to the teacher (three CP, 10%; one IP, 4%) and developing friendships 

(four CP, 13%; one IP; 4%).  Some differences were present between the two groups in learning 

and confidence, which may suggest children in the intervention group exhibited behaviour 

more conducive to expectations of learning in the school context.  However, the numbers are 

small and do not warrant strong conclusions.  Overall, both groups of parents reported similar 

changes in children when starting school. 

Recognition of child as an individual.   

The final subcategory of children’s experiences and attitudes reflected parents’ 

perceptions of the recognition their child received as an individual in the school context.  A 

total of 40 parents (70%) responded to this question.  Most parents (31, 54%) indicated that 

the teacher had recognised their child’s individuality in the form of their abilities and 

achievements in the classroom.  However, some parents did not know whether the teacher 

recognised their child as an individual (six parents, 11%) or felt the child had not been 

recognised (three parents, 5%) particularly in relation to their child’s learning needs.  Of those 

expressing uncertainty about their child’s recognition as an individual in the classroom, several 

parents indicate that they had spoken to the teacher in a parent- teacher interview, but still 
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remained unsure as to whether or not the teacher had recognised their child as an individual 

learner in the classroom context. 

Comparisons were made between CP and IP responses, with 18 CP (60%) and 16 IP 

(59%) reporting they thought the teacher had recognised their child as an individual in the 

classroom.  However, most parents were unsure in what way the child was recognised as an 

individual.  For example, one CP stated the child had been recognised as an individual but was 

not getting any support for his individual learning needs.  An IP stated her child was individually 

recognised “only by the student of the week awards”.  Six CP (20%) and four IP (15%) thought 

that their children had not been recognised as individuals in the classroom.  Teachers generally 

aim to meet children’s individual learning needs, especially in the first years of school, to 

establish good study habits and dispositions that have implications for children’s long term 

learning and identity in the school.  Teachers may need to make this more explicit for parents if 

they are to promote understanding of the ways which children’s individual learning needs are 

acknowledged and addressed.  This could be achieved through better communication and 

opportunities for information exchange between parents and teachers for example by holding 

parent-teacher meetings early in the school year.  In addition, information exchanges between 

PTSS have a wealth of information about children’s learning, interests, growth and 

development which may be helpful to schools and teachers when preparing for children to 

start Kindergarten. 

9.10 Parent and Teacher Reported Strengths and Difficulties  

The data from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman et al., 1998) is 

reported in this section as part of the parent data for this study, along with the comparable 

data for the teacher reported SDQ.  It was used in the MECSH trial to gain parent and teacher 
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ratings of children’s emotions, behaviours and relationships.  The Intervention parents (IP) and 

comparison parents (CP) were asked to complete an SDQ questionnaire about their children 

three months prior to the child starting school.  Teachers were asked to complete this short 

questionnaire on each child towards the end of the second term at school, at the time of the 

second interviews with parents and children.  The results presented in the Starting School 

Study utilised the SDQ used in the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) (Smart, 

2010). 

In the MECSH trial, parent responses were classified indicating if scores were normal 

(score 0), borderline (score -1) or abnormal (score -2). This is done by calculating the raw score 

and a level for the five categories: emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer 

problems and prosocial behaviours.  Total scores are calculated from the five scales (calculated 

from combining items for emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer 

relationship problems) and classified according to a range for the total score determining the 

level of difficulties to be normal, borderline or abnormal banding.  The impact, of these 

potential behavioural and mental health difficulties for children’s functioning and interactions, 

is indicated by the classification.  Children classified as being in the borderline range may be 

moderately affected by their difficulties, while children classified in the abnormal range 

potentially may experience greater problems because of their behavioural and psychological 

difficulties. 

The parent completed SDQ also calculated an impact supplement to allow assessment 

of the distress or social impairment that would result from the child’s emotional and/or 

behavioural problems.  Higher scores meant greater impact on everyday life.  Teachers 

responses were also converted to indicate if scores were normal (0), borderline (-1) or 



235 

 

abnormal (-2) for each of the five categories, and included a total score.  The five categories 

and total score are comparable to the parent responses on the SDQ.  However the teacher 

responses did not include an impact scale.  All parents on the Starting School Study completed 

the questionnaire for their child (n=57), with results indicating the number of children in the 

intervention and comparison groups rated as either borderline level or abnormal level for the 

five categories including a total score and an impact score. 

The results of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) completed by parents 

and teachers were compared to determine if similarities or differences existed between 

intervention and comparison parents in their ratings of children (Appendix D).  Results are 

presented in tables, indicating the number of children in the intervention (IC) and comparison 

(CC) groups rated as either borderline level or abnormal level for the five categories and for the 

total score) and impact score (parent scale only).  Overall the results indicated that some 

children in both groups were experiencing difficulties according to their parents and teachers.  

Parent-reported total scores showed three CC (10%) and three IC (11%) as borderline for 

difficulties, and five CC (17%) and 10 IC (37%) in the abnormal range.  Parent reported impact 

scores, indicating that the child’s difficulties would lead to distress or social impairment from 

these difficulties, were reported as borderline for one CC (3%) and one IC (4%), and abnormal 

for four IC (15%).  Teacher-reported total scores indicated that two CC (7%) and six IC (25%) 

were borderline for difficulties, and six CC (7%) and six IC (7%) were in the abnormal range. 

While some differences were identified between intervention and comparison groups, 

especially in parental ratings of child behaviour difficulties, further analysis (Appendix D) using 

one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed no statistically significant differences between 

the ratings of children by parents and teachers at that time.  It is important to note that the 
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SDQ is designed as a screening tool (Goodman et al., 2006), not a diagnostic test for 

psychological disorders, and can only give an indication of the potential impact of difficulties. 
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10 Summary and Discussion of Parents’ Responses 

10.1 Parents’ Perspectives of Transition 

In the Starting School Study, parents related their experiences of their children’s 

transition to school, highlighting their emotions, concerns and the accomplishments of their 

children.  Parents raised issues and concerns along with hopes and dreams for their children 

and indicated factors that supported and hindered the transition to school.  The views held by 

parents about what was important as children made the transition to school were diverse, yet 

similarities existed.  This chapter summarises parents’ views before children started school and 

after the child had been in the school context for approximately two school terms.  The results 

highlight both differences and similarities and links are made with the aims of the MECSH 

intervention. 

The perceptions of the transition to school experiences of these families highlight the 

challenges and changes that occurred for the parents as their children prepared for school, 

started school and progressed at school.  Parents prepared their children for starting school in 

different ways, focusing on different activities and topics in discussions.  They hoped to do the 

best for their children and wanted them to do well at school.  Parents identified various 

aspects of readiness focusing on the attributes and characteristics of the child about to start 

school.  While many parents felt worried or concerned about their child starting school, these 

anxieties were often dispelled once the child had been at school for some time. 

Parents identified several factors and relationships that supported the transition to 

school for them and their children.  These were often based in relationships that parents and 

children had with neighbours and friends, the school staff, the class teacher and other parents 

and children at school.  The relationship with the class teacher became pivotal for parents in 
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many aspects of assisting children at school.  However, this relationship was often not 

established early in Kindergarten for some families, who waited for teachers to speak to them 

or experienced their first contact with teachers in parent-teacher meetings held late in the 

second term.  Those parents, who developed a positive partnership with teachers, were 

happier with their child’s progress and adjustment to school.  Where difficulties were 

indicated, many had been resolved successfully by the time of the second interview, often with 

support from staff at the school, notably the class teacher.  Issues raised by parents concerned 

several aspects of school and home life including: communication with the school; issues with 

school management; aspects of working with the Kindergarten teacher to support the child; 

and in providing school educational supports for the child.  Parents indicated that they often 

needed to advocate for their children in order for these supports to be initiated.  One 

implication to be drawn is that parents who are not confident or knowledgeable about the 

supports available in the school for their child’s needs may not be well positioned to advocate 

for such measures to assist their child. 

Parents also spoke about their involvement in the school and the barriers that existed 

to becoming involved.  While many parents intended to be involved at school, work and family 

commitments often prevented the type of involvement parents hoped would occur when their 

children started school.  This gap in parental expectations of involvement and the reality of the 

situation saw some parents expressing guilt that they were unable to be involved in the ways 

they would like, due to limitations in time and availability within school hours.  Schools may 

need to be more resourceful in finding ways for parents to be involved in school perhaps using 

technology to provide an avenue.  Parents expressed their aspirations for their children and 

what they hoped they would achieve in school and later in life, with many parents 
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acknowledging their hopes for success and happiness for their children.  Finally, parents 

imparted their knowledge to other parents by declaring their top tip for parents of children 

starting school.  Principally, parents felt that being prepared for the start of school and 

knowledgeable about school were important for both child and parent in making the transition 

to school a successful and less stressful experience. 

10.1.1 Prior-to-school Start. 

Parents described children’s preparation as an important part of the transition process.  

They emphasised and undertook various tasks to prepare the child for school.  An important 

aspect for parents in preparation for school was the child attending a PTSS.  Preparation often 

also included attending transition to school or orientation programs, which provided basic 

information about the school.  Sometimes information about programs was not conveyed 

effectively to parents, raising concern for parents about providing a good start to school when 

children had missed out or only partially attended a program.  The main information source for 

parents, prior to such programs, was other parents and/or neighbours who had children 

attending the school.  While most families sent children to their designated local public school, 

some chose another local school or independent school based on information provided from 

friends, relatives and neighbours.  A school’s reputation among parents and the local 

community influenced parental decisions about where to send their child. 

The role of informal social networks in educational decision-making has been 

highlighted in other studies (Ball & Vincent, 1998; Heath, Fuller, & Paton, 2007).  The initial 

contact schools have with families is important in creating a welcoming environment and 

establishing partnerships that benefit the child and establish rapport with families.  When 

parents felt comfortable in the school, and welcomed by staff, they felt happier with the school 
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and wanted their child to be in that environment.  Parents reported that schools their children 

attended welcomed ‘new’ parents on orientation days and effectively provided information to 

them about the school policies and environment.  However, the information was not as 

relevant to existing parents, who felt they knew most of the information in the booklets or 

leaflets provided.  This information reinforces the notion that parents can be an underutilised 

resource in the transition to school experience as existing parents at the school can offer 

support to new parents yet very few formal practices were mentioned by parents that enabled 

these networks to be established. 

While most parents indicated that they felt welcomed at the school, some parents did 

report feeling uncomfortable at school, noting for example that entering the school context 

raised some unpleasant memories about their own school experiences.  It is important that 

staff in schools recognise and appreciate families’ different life experiences as they seek to 

support and build rapport with parents who may be experiencing a wide range of feelings and 

emotional responses when starting a child at school. 

10.1.1.1 Prior-to- school settings. 

In the prestart interviews, parents reported that most children were attending or had 

attended prior-to-school settings (PTSS).  Parents regarded PTSS programs as assisting the 

preparation of children for school.  Overall, most parents believed that PTSS, particularly those 

offering a preschool or transition to school program helped children prepare for school by 

enabling them to become accustomed to activities and routines, listening to and following 

directions from teachers, and separating from parents.  These findings are supported in other 

research of experiences of the transition to school that have documented the importance of 

quality early childhood experiences for children in supporting successful school transitions 
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(Dockett & Perry, 2002a; Sylva et al., 2004).  In Australia, research on the influence of PTSS on 

children’s school success has underpinned policy decisions, notably the promotion of fifteen 

hours of funded universal access to PTSS for children in the year prior to school entry 

(Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations DEEWR, 2009; Department 

of Education and Early Child Development (DEECD), Victoria, 2009a).  In this study, parents 

confirmed that attendance and involvement in a preschool program at a PTSS were important 

aspects of preparing children for school. 

10.1.1.2 Orientation or transition programs. 

The majority of children in the Starting School Study also attended an orientation or 

transition to school program provided by the school, although there were a few who attended 

a specific transition to school program provided through private or community services.  

Parents of children who did not attend an orientation or transition program reported missing 

the date due to a miscommunication by the school or because the family were on holidays.  

The role of transition programs in assisting children to prepare for experiences in school is 

widely supported (Binstadt, 2010; DEECD, Victoria, 2009b; Dockett & Perry, 2001; Margetts, 

1999). 

Two types of programs were noted by parents, transition programs which were 

described as intensive programs, and orientation programs, described as brief introductory 

sessions.  Orientation programs varied but most included a tour of the school and some form 

of orientation to school sessions.  However, “a good orientation program will involve more 

than an orientation morning and a walk around the school” (Tansey, 2008, p. 4).  While parents 

described some similarities in programs, wide variations also existed in the duration and 

activities provided in programs.  However, most parents felt that participation in any program 
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had assisted their child in the transition to school, with greater benefits expressed from 

intensive transition programs. This may be reflective of the nature of the programs that are 

offered but could also reflect the access and information parents have about what occurs when 

children are involved in these programs. 

The nature of both transition and orientation programs reflects a growing awareness 

of the difference between orientation and transition programs (Dockett & Perry, 2001, 2003), 

as well as the sense that merely showing children around a school is not sufficient for them to 

feel that they know what school will be like.  However, despite the extensive discussion of 

elements of successful transition to school programs in literature for both educators and 

parents (Dockett & Perry, 2001, 2003, 2006; Margetts, 2002; Perry & Dockett, 2006; Pianta & 

Kraft-Sayre, 2003), few references to activities beyond a familiarisation with school and focus 

on academic preparation were noted in parental comments about such programs. 

Intensive transition programs were offered throughout the year, or over one or two 

school terms, and children usually attended the school once a week.  Some intensive programs 

took the form of preparatory classes that were run for the full school year.  Briefer programs 

offered an orientation to the school over one or two morning sessions where children were 

shown around the school and participated in one or two activities in a classroom before going 

home.  Parents felt the more intensive transition programs provided the child with ongoing 

opportunities to learn where things were at school, as well as developing competencies and 

realising the expectations for behaviour that were required by the teachers, both on the 

playground and in the classroom.  They also provided children with opportunities to meet 

other children who would be starting school with them and develop new friendships before 

starting in Kindergarten.  Both brief and intensive programs were considered valuable by 



243 

 

parents in contributing to children’s knowledge and providing insight into the activities and 

expectations of school.  According to parents, intensive transition programs gave children more 

time to adjust and become accustomed to the requirements, challenges and demands they 

would meet in the school context, impacting positively on their adjustment to school. 

At orientation sessions, parents were provided with some guidelines for the first day of 

school, information about school policies and protocols, and an outline of school routines.  

While some parents initially felt overloaded with information, others felt they had not been 

given sufficient information by the school.  Parents with a second or subsequent child starting 

school felt orientation sessions were not very helpful, as they already knew about the school 

and were familiar with the school system.  These parents wanted information about their 

child’s teacher and the basic equipment required for the child’s year ahead.  However, a small 

group of parents who had not attended school in Australia expressed confusion about the 

school system and how it worked.  For these parents, programs offered some insights into the 

school system in this country. 

One conclusion to be drawn from this study is that programs need to be tailored to 

meet the requirements of children and families, and other stakeholders, in the transition to 

school, and provide opportunities for relationships to grow between the home and school 

(Dockett & Perry, 2002c).  Schools in the Starting School Study tended to provide a one-size-

fits-all orientation program.  However, schools were in a strong position to establish 

partnerships with families by understanding their needs during the transition, and providing 

information targeted to the families’ experiences, which could support children and families 

starting school.  For instance, schools could provide more information to parents that have not 

been educated in Australia, especially concerning the school system.  Schools could also tailor 
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their information to new parents, while providing continuing parents with an update of 

changes that may have occurred since their first child started school.  The experiences of 

parents with children at the school could be utilised to provide an additional source of support 

for new families to the school. 

10.1.1.3 Conversations about school. 

The majority of parents discussed school with children.  Across the intervention and 

comparison groups of parents, there were slight but not significant differences in the topics of 

conversation.  The intervention parents tended to focus on aspects of children’s relationships 

with friends, interactions with siblings and with the teacher more than comparison parents, 

who focused on more practical issues about school before relational aspects.  One of the aims 

of the MECSH intervention was to encourage and support parents to maintain and develop 

family relationships and networks.  The greater emphasis on relationships evident in the 

conversations of intervention parents may be an influence of the MECSH intervention, with 

HVP shown to impact on the way families utilise social networks (Olds 2006). 

10.1.1.4 Parent emotions and concerns prestart. 

Parents reported a range of feelings when their child started school.  As the start of 

school approached some parents expressed concerns and anxieties.  In particular, they were 

concerned about what would happen to children when they started school and their 

independence.  Although parents thought children were ‘ready to start’ school, they were 

concerned that children might not have the skills and abilities to cope with the changes and 

challenges Kindergarten presented.  Parents in this study were concerned with children’s 

academic abilities in coping with the work in Kindergarten and about children’s social skills in 

making friends, fitting in and getting along with other children in their class and in the school.  
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The environment of school also presented concerns for some parents, with comments about 

the child’s safety on the playground, playing with older children, being bullied, or leaving the 

physical environment of the school.  These are feelings that have been documented in other 

studies highlighting parental perspectives of transition to school (Dockett & Perry, 2003; 

Krieder, 2002; Mirkhil, 2010). 

Parents also reported positive emotions relating to their children starting school, 

including feeling happy and excited when children were ready to move into the school context 

and meet the challenges that school presented.  Mixed feelings were also noted, with some 

parents being happy and excited for the child but also feeling nervous and worried about the 

child adjusting and coping in a different learning context.  Parents saw the start of school as an 

indication of children’s growth and development.  Some children were described by parents as 

needing more than what could be provided academically and socially at preschool or child care, 

or at home.  This provided confirmation for them that the child was ready for school. 

These results were similar to those reported by Kreider (2002), who noted that parents 

experienced sadness as children made the shift from preschool child to school child.  Parents 

who participated in this study hoped that school would provide their children with 

opportunities to do well academically, make new friends, reach their full potential in life and 

be successful.  In addition, some parents were hopeful that their children would have a better 

school life than they had experienced themselves.  Parents were looking forward to the child 

starting school even though some parents also expressed concern.  Most parents were also 

positive in their evaluation of what children would like about school, identifying activity or 

subjects such as reading and writing, art or sport, when asked if there were things that they 

thought children would enjoy or have difficulty with at school. 
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10.1.1.5 Children's readiness for school.  

Both intervention and comparison parents emphasised a range of indicators of 

children’s readiness including academic abilities, behaviours, social-emotional development, 

boredom, and age.  Parents in both groups focused on the child being academically ready for 

school with the most common home activity designed to help prepare children relating to 

academically focused tasks such as spelling, counting, writing and reading activities.  Academic 

readiness was also the most common indicator of a child’s readiness for school mentioned by 

parents.  These results reflect previous research outcomes, indicating that parents prepare 

children for school by focusing on developing general knowledge such as colours, number, 

letters and shapes, and use work books and daily homework to assist children (Grace & Brandt, 

2006) to achieve academically in Kindergarten.  Despite this, in a range of research parents and 

teachers also rate social and emotional development, along with other behavioural 

dispositions and competencies, more highly than academic skills in determining the readiness 

of the child (Dockett & Perry, 2007c; Grace & Brandt, 2006).  Parents in this study seemed to 

be moving to a holistic approach to readiness with relatively few parents using age alone as an 

indicator of readiness, and more parents referring to behaviour and social-emotional aspects 

of children’s development as indicators of school readiness.  However, academic skills were still 

the main indicator of school readiness used by parents in this study.  Overall the majority of 

parents felt their children were ready to start school in the prestart period, which is consistent 

with other findings where most parents believed children were ready for school and the social 

and academic contexts that school offered (Westcott, Perry, Jones & Dockett, 2003). 

10.1.2 The first day at school. 

The start of school is an emotional time in the lives of children and their families.  

Parents’ emotional responses to starting a child at school were determined in poststart 
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interviews, where they were invited to think back and describe the emotions they experienced 

on their child’s first day of school and the factors that helped them in starting the child at 

school.  The main concerns for parents at the start of school were also recorded. 

10.1.2.1 Emotional response of parents.  

Parents experienced a range of emotions on the first day the child attended school.  

For some families the start of school was a significant family occasion with photographs being 

taken, special breakfasts shared with family, and extended family or friends attending the 

school with the child.  Some fathers rearranged work hours and along with mothers, took the 

child to school or were there in the afternoon to pick them up.  For other families, the start of 

Kindergarten was just another first day with children being dropped off and heading to their 

new classroom unaccompanied.  Many of these children had already spent considerable time 

at school, and were familiar and comfortable with the Kindergarten teacher and classroom due 

to regular visits throughout their preschool year. 

Parents noted that children starting school were looking forward to meeting up with 

their friends from the previous year.  Some parents reported their own positive emotions such 

as excitement, happiness and relief, while other parents experienced nervousness, sadness, 

guilt and a sense of loss as the child started school.  Still other parents expressed mixed 

positive and negative emotions.  The personal nature of the transitional experience is 

highlighted by the depth and combination of emotions reported by each parent. 

10.1.3 Poststart period. 

10.1.3.1 Parent relationship with teacher. 

Most parents reported having a positive relationship with the class teacher and feeling 

comfortable discussing their child’s school progress with the teacher.  The majority of parents 
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liked the child’s teacher, felt they were approachable and felt that any concerns were taken 

seriously by the teacher.  However, approximately 20% of parents in both the intervention and 

control groups expressed some concerns related to the class teacher, mainly concerning 

discipline and/or the curriculum.  In these situations, parents had taken their concerns to the 

teacher but felt that nothing had changed.  Some of these parents felt disillusioned, but chose 

to accept the situation rather than cause conflict with the teacher, which they thought may 

impact on the child in the classroom. 

Parent-teacher relationships and the relationship parents have with other school staff 

can be used as an indicator of a successful transition to school (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004).  

Clear communication between parent and teacher in these situations, especially concerning 

expectations for children is important.  Some parents were unhappy with the process of 

handling problems and felt their efforts to talk to the teacher about their concerns had no 

results.  They indicated that school staff should be proactive and continue to make contact and 

consult with parents to determine whether or not problems were resolved satisfactorily.  

Parents felt they had to ‘chase’ the teacher to get a response, rather than the teacher being 

proactive in negotiating and working towards a resolution of the problem with them.  Some 

parents also felt that teachers may have felt that the problem was resolved once the parents 

stopped ‘chasing’ them. 

10.1.3.2 Parental concerns after school start. 

At the time of the second interviews many of the initial concerns and worries parents 

held about their children starting school were no longer present or were greatly reduced, 

indicating that, over time, concerns were often resolved to parents’ satisfaction.  However, one 

parent felt her concerns were not completely resolved poststart and they continued to be a 
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source of worry, and sometimes a source of friction between her and the child’s teacher.  

While most parents felt that they could raise any difficulties or issues with teachers, even when 

they felt they were minor and that those problems were taken seriously and addressed by the 

teacher, there were times when parents felt issue were not satisfactorily dealt with or resolved 

completely.  Yet, most parents felt that teachers, and other school staff, supported the 

resolution of problems.  A few parents spoke of tensions that existed between themselves and 

their child’s teacher, or the principal.  Some of the issues related to the focus child or other 

children behaving inappropriately at school.  However, there were also issues about the 

curriculum not being adapted to suit the individual child’s capabilities and parents believed the 

work in Kindergarten was either too hard, or not hard enough, for their child. 

Parental concerns about issues such as children making friends, feeling safe at school 

and knowing where to go and what to do were alleviated with support from the school staff 

within the first few weeks of school.  Parents with other children or relatives attending the 

school felt that having an older child at the school was beneficial to the focus child and to their 

own peace of mind.  Thirty parents (54%) reported an easier time with the focus child starting 

school, because they had experience of starting an older child at the school and knew the 

teachers, the school routines and expectations.  This finding is supported in other studies 

where parents felt less concerned about starting a subsequent child at school when the child 

had an older sibling in the school context to provide support (Peters, 2003; Podmore et al., 

2003).  Parents provided valuable support to each other over the transition to school. 

Where the child starting school was the first in the family to do so, parents noted the 

benefits of networking with more experienced parents.  These interactions helped to alleviate 

concerns and provided ongoing support as they learnt about school routines and expectations, 
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and negotiated other aspects of the school system.  Older children were sometimes given the 

responsibility of being a ‘buddy’ to a new Kindergarten child.  This provided a valuable source 

of support for the Kindergarten children in the early days of school.  Parents felt that the buddy 

system helped to alleviate some of their concerns about the child having someone to go to, 

besides the teacher, if they needed help or support at school.  Parents also raised their 

concerns about children having only one teacher whereas in PTSS they had several adults to 

provide assistance.  Some parents were concerned about supervision of children on the 

playground where a large number of children of diverse ages were supervised by one or two 

teachers. 

Some schools chose to separate Kindergarten children from older children in an effort 

to maintain safety on the playground and to help children establish friendships within their 

peer group.  In some cases, these measures caused added difficulties for families in the early 

days at school where younger children were distressed because they were separated from 

older siblings at recess and lunchtimes.  Other school measures such as staggered starts and 

differing drop off zones for Kindergarten children added to difficulties faced by parents with 

several children at the one school.  This also placed additional pressures on parents who were 

working and had to make alternative arrangements for the child to be picked up from school at 

the earlier time.  While not happy with the extra stress placed on them by such measures, 

parents generally supported them, in the belief that the measures were only short-term and 

they assisted Kindergarten children to settle into school routines. 

By the time of the second interview the majority of parents felt comfortable within the 

school context.  Most parents felt that issues they had raised had been addressed and they had 

developed some rapport with the child’s class teacher.  There were indications that schools 
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should look closely at global policies and procedures concerning new children as these may 

cause additional stress to some children and families during the transition to school.  In 

addition, parents who already had children at the school provided a valuable support system 

and knowledge about the school to ‘new’ parents. 

10.1.3.3 Connectedness to other parents. 

The sense of community and belonging experienced by parents in some schools was a 

valuable support during the transition to school.  Parents described two types of relationships 

with other school parents.  They spoke about “hi and bye” relationships where parents greeted 

each other politely as they passed in the playground or on the way into or out of the school 

environment.  The other type of relationship was based on building friendships with other 

school parents by talking about the children, school, other children in the family and what was 

happening at the school and in the classroom.  There was also a small group of parents who 

preferred not to get involved with any other parents at the school.  Experienced parents were 

used as a source of information and support by new Kindergarten parents and acted as a 

valuable intermediary for the class teacher reminding parents informally about activities that 

were happening in the classroom and school.  Establishing parent connections within schools 

provided valuable support, especially for parents new to the school context. 

Schools need to assess the best ways for encouraging parent networking to 

accommodate the needs of all families within the school context.  Established parents, if they 

choose to become involved, are an asset to the school that could be utilised as a valuable 

contact and source of information about school routines, procedures, and policies for new 

parents.  Organised parent information mornings and informal parent morning tea sessions 

were helpful.  However, working parents found attendance difficult.  Whatever method 



252 

 

schools employ it is important that they accommodate the varying needs of parents for 

information, and help to build social networks within school, as parental involvement can add 

to children’s success in school. 

10.1.3.4 Parental involvement. 

Parental involvement in school has been shown to impact on children’s school success 

(Anderson & Minke, 2007; Einglund, et al., 2004;  El Nokali, Bachman, & Votruba-Drzal, 2010; 

Epstein, 2001; McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004).  Some of the parents 

participating in the Starting School Study indicated their intention to be involved in their child’s 

school as well as several barriers to this involvement.  Some schools had successfully 

encouraged parents to become involved in the school by permitting younger children to attend 

with parents and by offering training programs to parents.  Parents who participated in training 

expressed improved knowledge of how to support children with school work in the classroom, 

and at home. 

Such measures provide a pathway for parental involvement and reflect a school’s 

commitment to supporting parents in their child’s education.  However, not many schools 

provided these important pathways for parental involvement.  In the prestart period, most 

parents indicated their intention to be involved in the school; yet, after the child started school 

few parents had managed to become involved in the ways they intended.  Several parents 

reported still wanting to be involved but were waiting for cues from the Kindergarten teacher 

about when to begin.  In addition, some parents involved in this study indicated experiences of 

school when growing up that were not positive, and which may have impacted on their 

involvement in the school context and their relationships with teachers (Hill & Taylor, 2004; 

Miedel & Reynolds, 1999).  This view is supported by parents’ reports of gaining the knowledge 
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and confidence to assist children’s learning in the classroom following training at the school.  

Further investigations of attitudes, influencing factors and strategies employed to encourage 

parental involvement are suggested to provide a more complete understanding of this 

important facilitator of child school success. 

Parents participating in the Starting School Study thought about involvement as direct 

participation in the school context.  However, parent involvement has been defined to include 

many facets such as communications between parents and teachers; parents’ involvement 

with homework; attendance at parent information and teacher meetings; and parents’ 

communications with children about their school experiences and activities (Lee & Bowen, 

2006).  Using this broader view of parental involvement, parents in this study are actively 

involved in their child’s education in many ways.  Prior to the child starting school, parents 

spoke about activities they were doing with children to prepare them for school.  In the 

poststart period, they focused on supporting their child’s learning through assisting with 

homework, and attending information sessions at school and parent-teacher interviews.  Some 

parents maintained the activities used in preparation for the child starting school after the 

child started, but most substituted these activities with homework.  Homework was deemed 

important by parents as it offered opportunities for children to consolidate their learning and 

knowledge, was usually enjoyed by children, and helped parents to understand what children 

were doing in the classroom.  Parents set aside time after school for homework, including time 

to read with the child, usually before the child went to bed each night. 

Not all parents welcomed homework.  For some it was stressful, especially when more 

than one child was required to complete homework.  It took parents time to establish 

manageable homework routines in these families, with parents trying different ways of 
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assisting their children.  Parents also described feeling confused when they explained school 

work to their child in a way which differed from that taught by the teacher.  Parents can help 

children make connections between the learning occurring at home and school, building 

children’s educational capital (Howard, McLaughlin, & Vacha, 1996).  School-based training 

programs that supported parental involvement in homework have been shown to lead to 

fewer problems with homework and higher homework completion rates, with the types of 

parental involvement impacting in different ways, and influencing achievement as children 

progressed through school (Patall, Cooper, & Robinson, 2008).  Recognition and valuing of the 

individuality of families in supporting children’s learning is paramount if schools are to reject 

the “deficit views of a ‘culture of poverty’ in which communities and families are seen to have 

no worthwhile contribution to make to education” and where the “mandated curriculum 

excludes some and privileges others” (Thomson & Hall, 2008, p. 88).  Implications for schools to 

provide supports for parents to assist children with homework could also help to ease the 

stress involved, and lead to long term benefits for the child’s success at school. 

10.1.4 School Issues. 

10.1.4.1 Communication. 

One of the main issues raised by parents concerned communication with the school.  

Parents agreed that the school newsletter was an important source of information and were 

happy with this form of communication.  In addition, the information provided to parents on 

orientation days was reported as valuable in familiarising the family with the school 

environment and the school’s policies and practices.  However, parents expressed various 

reasons for being unhappy with school communication.  A small percentage of parents (7 

parents, 12%) wanted to be better informed about activities and incidents involving their 
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children at school.  These parents were upset when they found out about an incident with their 

child from other parents or children and not from the class teacher.  In addition, parents were 

disappointed when they were not informed about children receiving awards at assemblies and 

missed opportunities to share in their child’s achievements.  Two parents (4%) indicated that 

there was a lack of information about support classes for children, especially when areas of 

concern were identified by the teacher in school reports.  This was confusing for parents who 

were unsure of how to help their child further.  

Parents identified parent-teacher meetings as a valuable source of information about 

their child’s progress and adjustment to school.  However, some parents were unaware when 

meetings would occur and others felt that they would be more beneficial if held within the first 

few weeks of school so they could get to know the teacher.  Some Kindergarten teachers 

arranged very brief introductory meetings with families in the first few weeks of school.  Most 

parents found these helpful.  Overall, most parents were happy with the communication at 

their schools and with the class teacher.  However, a small group of parents felt uninformed 

about their child’s progress and what they were doing at school.  Teachers have a crucial role in 

initiating and maintaining open communication with families.  The parent-teacher relationship 

is again identified as fundamental in supporting a successful transition to school for families 

and children.  When teachers established open communication with parents in the early days 

of school, parents’ concerns were often alleviated and they felt better informed about what 

was happening with their child at school. 

10.1.4.2  Management and curriculum issues 

During the poststart interviews some parents reported that the school and 

administration in the school the child attended was working well while other parents were not 
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as happy with those aspects of school.  Parents reported school administration as effective 

when the principal and teachers were supportive in working to resolve any concerns parents 

raised and when the school provided classes to assist parents in supporting their children’s 

learning.  However, parents expressed their disappointment with several aspects of school 

management and curriculum, particularly the number of changes in teaching staff and the use 

of relief teachers in Kindergarten classes; the lack of organisation in determining Kindergarten 

classes at the start of the year; and the lack of information about the curriculum and their 

child’s progress before parents attended a parent-teacher meeting.  Overall, there were areas 

where school administration and organisational aspects of the school were open to 

improvement to provide better communication with parents and a better start to school for all 

children and families.  Parents reported not knowing about aspects of their child’s education 

and were confused about protocols for other aspects, especially relating to the timing of 

activities.  Some parents were accustomed to the communication level and methods used in 

PTSS and needed information about the types of communication used at school, as well as time 

to adjust to the changes and differences in communication at school. 

10.1.5 Parents experiences of school as a child. 

Although the majority of parents recalling their experiences of school held fond 

memories, many of the parents (12 CP, 40%; 9 IP, 33%) in the Starting School Study recalled 

unhappy memories about attending primary school or high school.  According to Räty (2010a, 

2010b), parents’ experiences and memories of school influence their interactions and 

involvement in the school, and their satisfaction with their child’s education and school.  

Children’s beliefs about school and school behaviours are also influenced by parental 

experiences of school, even when parents stress the importance of education (Garas-York, 
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2010).  Parental “perceptions, attitudes, conceptions, and actions” are based on their 

“socialization and history” (Garas-York, 2010, p 432).  The extent to which parents’ school 

experiences influenced their satisfaction and involvement with their child’s school was not 

directly measured in this study.  Yet parents did highlight the difficulties they faced at school 

and compared their own school experiences with what they hoped would be their child’s 

experience.  Parental memories of school and the influence they may have on the child’s 

present educational experience is an important area that warrants further investigation 

(Turunen, 2012).  This study highlighted the need for school staff to understand the individual 

experiences of parents and to consider these experiences when children start school.  For 

example, one parent spoke of her own experiences of being bullied at school and made sure 

her children were not targeted by ensuring they were clean and well dressed, had the correct 

uniform and all monies for excursions were handed in early.  In addition, some parents 

indicated they were waiting for permission to be involved in the school from the class teacher.  

Perhaps these parents were influenced by their past experiences and did not want to start the 

child’s schooling by creating friction with the teacher by appearing pushy. 

Overall, parents’ feelings about their school experiences bear consideration and should 

be included as a factor contributing to parental attitudes and actions during the transition to 

school. The comments made by individual parents highlight the personal experiences they had 

as school students.  These memories and experiences of school influence how parents may 

interact with staff and other parents in schools and how they respond to what occurs when 

their child starts school.  It is important that school staff, especially class teachers, gain an 

understanding of the issues parents may face in revisiting these experiences.  The influence of 
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these feelings on children’s perceptions of school and education is yet to be fully investigated 

and understood (Turunen, 2012). 

10.1.6 Hopes and dreams. 

Comments coded in the category of hopes and dreams indicated that the intervention 

parents (IP) had a slightly stronger focus on the child being successful and achieving in school 

and in later life than the comparison parents (CP).  Achieving was described as the child “doing 

something” with their life, being the best that they could be and having a go and doing their 

best.  In addition, IP wanted children to be better than them, and not make the same mistakes.  

Linking the positive aspirations of the child held by IP such as ‘not blowing it’, the child heading 

in the ‘right direction’ and the child achieving in a respected occupation such as medicine, may 

reflect IP holding higher aspirational goals for their child than CP.  IP appeared to be more 

focused on the child having academic success by enjoying and working hard in school, being 

well educated and completing school, and becoming something later in life rather than on the 

social-emotional and behavioural aspects such as ‘fitting in’, just being ‘happy’ and being 

‘confident’ and ‘strong’, which were indicated by the CP.  This suggests that IP may have a 

more academic goal-directed focus for the child to be successful and achieve in the longer 

term. 

10.2 Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition and Parent Responses 

The parents on this study spoke about many aspects of the transition to school.  

Schlossberg’s theory can be useful in understanding how these aspects interact and link to 

assist or hinder these parents in the transition to school.  A model has been developed, from 

parent responses, to show the process of transition for these parents (Figure 4). 
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In the figure changes may occur in the use of particular supports and strategies as the parent 

moves through the transition.  Most parents used the same supports and strategies 

Figure 4. Schlossberg’s theory applied to the transition to school for parents showing the interactions of 
self, support, situation and strategies in the transition process. (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5). 
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throughout the transition to school but the level differed.  For example, initially parents 

referred to seeking information about the school from friends, neighbours and others but as 

they started at school they relied on parents at the school, the teacher and information in the 

school newsletter to keep them informed.  The four S’s in the theory were also referred to by 

parents or were able to be determined from information from the MECSH trial.  For example, 

the aspect of self, determined by personal and demographic characteristics, and psychological 

resources, differed for each parent.  However, there were some commonalities in parents’ 

demographics, as per the selection criteria for the MECSH trial. 

Parents mentioned aspects of the situation that assisted or hindered them in the 

transition to school.  Some parents indicated that the transition to school for the focus child 

had been easier because they had a history with the school, already having started a sibling at 

school.  Some parents knew the Kindergarten teacher or other teachers in the school, and 

were familiar with school routines and expectations.  These experiences and relationships, 

combined with the parents own experiences of school as a child to form a history that 

influenced how they progressed through the transition. 

Parents also spoke about various factors that assisted or hindered the start to school 

for them, and their child, which mostly concerned support and strategies they used in the 

process of transition.  Parents had some peace of mind knowing children were able to go to 

their siblings at school for assistance if they needed (support).  The older sibling was given 

some responsibility for helping the Kindergarten child, especially at recess and lunch times, and 

in the initial days and weeks of school, until the child had adjusted to being at school.  School 

policies, such as segregating Kindergarten children from older children on the playground, 

sometimes interfered with this arrangement.  Parents, who had knowledge about these 
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policies through the use of information seeking strategies, were able to talk about them with 

the child and prepare for this happening.  However, some parents were not made aware 

before the child started and this was stressful for the child and parent in the initial start of 

school, dealing with the child’s distress.  Segregating older children from Kindergarten children 

also removed another support for the child and the parent in the early days of school.  

However, parents deferred to this school requirement because it was short lived and they were 

convinced that the school had valid reasons for its implementation (Inhibition of action). 

A support mentioned by parents was the connection they formed with other parents 

and adults in the school context.  Other parents were a source of information and support, 

especially parents with other children at the school who provided support to new Kindergarten 

parents and explained protocols and routines of the school when they were unsure 

(Information seeking).  Contact with the teacher prior to the child starting school helped 

parents and children, especially on the first day, as they felt more comfortable having met or 

knowing the teacher (History/Support).  Parents also indicated that having the parent-teacher 

interview early in the first term alleviated some of their worries about how their child was 

progressing and made them more aware of what was happening in the classroom (Information 

seeking).  The value of chatting informally to teachers before or after school was also 

highlighted as a way to learn about the child’s progress (Information seeking). 

Other factors identified by parents as assisting the transition to school were 

orientation and transition programs, prior-to-school settings and playgroups, which provided 

experiences, routines and activities that were like those at school (history), and information to 

parents about starting a child at school (information seeking).  A few children attended special 

transitional classes, which parents identified as extremely helpful in targeting children’s 
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learning behaviours and skills before they moved into the classroom context.  These were 

sometimes organised privately through occupational therapists or for special educational 

purposes.  

Parents also identified factors that hindered the transition to school.  Lack of 

information about expectations for children was highlighted by some parents, as was 

information about curriculum, school routines and protocols.  Some parents found 

communication different to PTSS, and felt they had to approach the teacher to find out what 

was happening in the classroom with their child, where previously the PTSS teacher had 

approached them to tell them about the child’s day.  These comments reflect parent’s history 

with PTSS, and how they can influence what is expected in the school context.  When parents 

realised that communication often relied on them, some took direct action, and approached 

teachers to talk about the child’s progress.  The use of this strategy represented a change in 

role for some parents, which others found difficult to take on and withdrew or avoided talking 

to the teacher, preferring to wait until parent-teacher interviews. 

The main sources of information about what was happening in classrooms and in 

schools for parents came from the school newsletter and other parents of children in the same 

class, especially those with older children at school who knew the school well.  These sources 

of information were invaluable to parents as they assisted them in deciding what course of 

action to take.  For example, parents used the information as a strategy to modify the situation, 

so that they understood that a policy in place to separate children on the playground would 

not be permanent and therefore decided not to take any action even though their child was 

upset over it.  Strategies were also used to control the meaning of a problem and manage the 

stress of a situation.  This was particularly relevant in the incidence of a child being injured at 
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school and then returning, the parent spoke of trying not to think about the child at school to 

deal with the stress associated with that situation.  Eventually, the parent realising the child 

was being well supported by the teacher and other students, and would be alright, relaxed. 

Parents also used the information to take direct action and talk to the teacher about 

something that was happening at school with their child.  Difficulties often presented 

opportunities for the parent and teacher to work together in supporting the child’s learning 

and progress at school, as well as providing the means to communicate effectively about 

expectations around the child, parent and teacher roles.  Information from teachers and other 

parents assisted the new parent to understand their role better as it changed to being the 

parent of a school child. 

Schlossberg’s theory is important as it provides a way of understanding the interplay of 

factors that can impact on the transition to school experience.  It also highlights the personal 

nature of this experience.  The model shows that parents may have commonalities in areas of 

the self, support, situation and strategies and may even have similar outcomes in the 

experience of transition, but the process will differ for each person as he or she moves through 

the three stages of transition. 

  



264 

 

  



265 

 

11 Results: Children’s Interviews 

11.1 Overview 

Children participating on the Starting School Study were interviewed to ascertain their 

thoughts and feelings about their experiences of the transition to school.  A total of 57 children 

were interviewed at two time points: prior to starting school and towards the end of the 

second term of their first year.  In both prestart and poststart interviews, children were 

involved in a conversation about school and a drawing activity to identify the factors, people 

and experiences that impacted on their transition to school.  Children were also asked to 

answer a short questionnaire to determine their progress in the school context. 

In their interviews, children spoke about how they knew they were ready to start 

school and what they thought school would be like.  Children also identified activities they 

would do at school, and drew comparisons between school and prior-to-school settings (PTSS) 

they had been, or were, attending.  Children related their feelings about starting school; 

reported on their progress in the school context; and how they felt about their Kindergarten 

teacher.  Children also spoke about what they liked and disliked about school, as well as 

indicating changes that had occurred for them since starting school.  Some children also spoke 

about difficulties or particular issues they had experienced. 

Children’s interviews were categorised into nine main areas: comparison of school and 

PTSS; indicators of readiness for school; expectations of school; preparation activities; domains 

which included activities, the relationship with the teacher, the school system and social-

emotional aspects of school; evaluation of school; feelings about school; major changes; and 

issues about school.  Results are presented in tables reflecting these categories, with each 

table showing the total number of respondents for the category and its subcategories along 
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with the percentage of the total number of children interviewed (n=57).  Analysis and results 

for the categories and subcategories for prestart and poststart interviews are presented.  The 

short questionnaire was analysed by collating children’s responses to each question and 

providing overall responses in that area.  Drawings were analysed for the elements children 

identified as important in the school context at the various time points in the transition to 

school. 

11.2 Children’s experiences and attitudes to school 

11.2.1 Comparison of school to prior-to-school setting 

In interviews, children compared their prior-to-school setting (PTSS) to school.  At the 

time of the prestart interviews, seven children were not attending a PTSS, with three of these 

seven children having never attended a PTSS at any time in their early childhood years. 

Prestart interviews involved asking children about what school would be like compared 

to their PTSS.  In poststart interviews, after nearly two terms at school, children were asked to 

think back to their PTSS and make a comparison between that context and school.  Responses 

highlighted differences between the two settings and identified aspects children liked in each 

setting.  Finally, children were asked which setting they preferred.  The results are presented in 

Table 11-1. 
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Table 11-1.  Comparison of School to Prior-To-School Setting (PTSS) Reported by Children (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Comparison PTSS  23 40 48 84 

Different from PTSS 14 25 45 79 

Same as PTSS 9 16 3 5 

Liked better     

Liked PTSS  N/A N/A 12 21 

Liked school  N/A N/A 22 39 

 

Responses that compared the PTSS to school were given by 23 children (40%).  Of 

these, 14 children (25%) thought school would be different from their PTSS, because it had a 

canteen, the activities at school would be different and the school would be bigger.  In 

contrast, nine children (16%) thought school would be the same as their PTSS.  Children spoke 

mainly about activities they were doing in their PTSS being the same as those they would do at 

school. Children’s responses may have been influenced by their experiences of school, for 

example, in attending for older siblings or relatives, or from information provided by parents, 

PTSS teachers, siblings or other children in the neighbourhood already attending school.  

Once they had spent some time at school, more children noted differences between 

school and their PTSS.  In poststart interviews, 48 children (84%) spoke about aspects of school, 

comparing them to their PTSS.  Differences between the two settings were identified by 45 

children (79%) including differences in the environment, people, activities, and routines.  

Environmental differences noted by children emphasised that school was bigger and the 

buildings looked different from those in their PTSS.  Some children spoke about missing the 
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sandpit they had at their PTSS and reported that the grassed areas of the PTSS were better, 

because “you fall over and not hurt yourself.”  Children also thought the teachers at school 

were different from the teachers in their PTSS, as was the discipline.  “You can do anything you 

want” in the PTSS and at school you “get a cross [on the sad face] and you miss out and you go 

to the office”.  Children described their PTSS as “fun” places, where they could “play”, “play 

different games” and play with the “computers”, “Lego” and “toys” which they could not do or 

could not do as often at school.  One child identified changes in the names of activities at 

school; “Here [school] I do art.  Over there [PTSS] I do some painting.” 

Children also identified different activities they did at school that were not offered in 

their PTSS, such as sport, library, excursions, homework and participating in a health education 

program.  Children spoke about school practices and routines that differed from those of their 

PTSS, such as having recess, responding to the bell, wearing a uniform, not singing as many 

songs and not having to have a sleep after lunch.  Differences in the food eaten at school were 

also noted, when one child spoke about missing the hot meal provided at lunchtime in his 

PTSS.  In their poststart interviews, a small number of children thought that school and their 

PTSS were the same (three children, 5%).  These children described activities they were doing 

at school that were the same as those they had done in their PTSS, and reported no differences 

between the two settings. 

Children were asked in their poststart interview which of their PTSS or school they 

liked better.  A higher number of children preferred the school setting (22 children, 39%), even 

though they had named positive aspects of their PTSS.  However, 12 children (21%) indicated 

they preferred their PTSS.  The main reason for this was because they were allowed to play at 

any time at their PTSS, whereas at school they predominantly played at recess and lunch. 



269 

 

Comparisons of results showed 13 CC (43%) and 10 IC (37%) made comparisons 

between school and their PTSS in prestart interviews.  In poststart interviews 26 CC (87%) and 

22 IC (81%) made these comparisons.  In prestart interviews, nine CC (30%) identified several 

reasons for school being perceived as different from PTSS, including that school: had a canteen; 

did not have naptime; had one class teacher; was bigger; and had different activities than their 

PTSS.  The IC (five, 19%) reported that school would be different but were not sure how it 

differed from their PTSS, except for one IC who thought the security at school was different.  In 

contrast, at prestart four CC (13%) and five IC (19%) thought that school would be the same as 

their PTSS because they would do the same things in both settings. 

In poststart interviews, 26 CC (87%) and 19 IC (70%) thought that school and their PTSS 

were different with three IC (11%) stating it was the same.  Five CC (17%) and seven IC (26%) 

stated that they liked their PTSS better than school.  Reasons CC gave for liking their PTSS 

better than school were that: the PTSS was fun; they got to play more; and the activities were 

better, like painting and playing in the sandpit.  In contrast, reasons IC gave were: they liked 

their PTSS teachers better than their Kindergarten teacher; they liked helping to care for 

younger children at their PTSS; and the activities and food at their PTSS were better than at 

school.  There was a focus by the small number of IC on the relationship aspects of the PTSS 

that were not noted in responses from CC.  Thirteen CC (43%) and nine IC (33%) liked school 

better than their PTSS. 

11.2.2 Indicators of readiness for school 

Children were asked if they thought they were ready to start school and if so, how they 

could tell they were ready.  Prestart and poststart responses are shown in Table 11-2.  
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Table 11-2.  Children’s Perceptions of Readiness for School (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Perceptions of readiness 17 30 34 60 

Age – old enough to go 2 4 8 14 

Don't know 0 0 2 4 

Finished at PTSS 3 5 0 0 

Got the equipment 2 4 3 5 

Like it 3 5 4 7 

PTSS teacher told me 0 0 1 2 

Primary Carer told me 5 9 9 6 

Ready to learn 2 4 2 4 

Wanted to 0 0 1 2 

Not ready 1 2 1 2 

Other 3 5 3 5 

 

In prestart interviews, 17 children (30%) indicated they were ready to start school.  

Reflecting on how they knew they were ready to start school, the most common response from 

children was that their primary caregiver had told them they were ready (five children, 9%).  At 

the time of the prestart interview, only one child (2%) indicated she was not ready to start 

school. 

During the poststart interview, children were asked if they thought they had been 

ready to start school and how they could tell.  Overall, 34 children (60%) spoke about their 

readiness for school.  Children saw their readiness as based on being told they were ready by 

their primary caregiver (nine children, 16%), “Because, my mum said it was just one sleep and 
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then I was ready”; or reaching the eligible age to start at school (eight children, 14%), “Because 

I’m five”; with some children stating they were ready to start school because they liked school 

(four children, 7%), “Because I like it here [school].”  One child (2%) stated that he thought he 

was not ready to start school in his poststart interview, “Because I’m still tired.” This particular 

child had also indicated he preferred his PTSS to school. 

Comparison of results for CC and IC showed that 11 CC (37%) and six IC (22 %) reported 

on their readiness for school.  Age was identified by two CC (7%) only.  Children also identified 

finishing at the PTSS as indicating their readiness for school (one CC, 3%; two IC, 7%).  Children 

also stated they liked school, so were ready to go (two CC, 7%; one IC, 4%).  Being told by the 

primary caregiver that they were ready was reported by four CC (13%) and one IC (4%).  One IP 

child indicated she was not ready for school.  Poststart results were also compared from the 21 

CC (%70) and 13 IC (48%) who reported on their readiness for school.  Age was identified by 

five CC (17%) and three IC (11%) as the basis for them starting school, and the primary 

caregiver telling the child they were ready was reported by 5 CC (17%) and 4 IC (15%).  Overall, 

children in both groups reported similar conceptualisations of their own readiness for school.  

11.2.3 Expectations of school 

Forty children (70%) mentioned their expectations for school in prestart interviews 

(Table 11-3).   
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Table 11-3.  Children’s Expectations of  School (Prestart responses only) (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Number of children referring 

to items in each sub/category 

Percentage of total 

number of children 

Expectations of school 40 70 

Art 15 26 

Canteen 1 2 

Fun 4 7 

Having friends 5 9 

Homework 6 11 

Learning 3 5 

Lunch 7 12 

Play 20 35 

Read 5 9 

Routine/rules of school 11 19 

Sibling will be there 1 2 

Sports 3 5 

Teacher 7 12 

Uniform 1 2 

Work 1 2 

Write 4 7 

 

Many children expected to be able to play at school (20, 35%).  They expected to 

engage in art based activities like painting and drawing (15, 26%).  Children also expected to 

learn at school (three, 5%), do reading (five, 9%) and writing (four, 7%).  Five children (9%) 

talked about their expectations of having friends at school.  Children highlighted the 

expectation that school would have a similar schedule to their PTSS such as having news time, 

mat time and time to eat, along with expectations for behaviour such as listening to the 
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teacher (11, 19%).  Children also mentioned homework (six, 11%) and some of the rules they 

had to obey at school, such as having to wear a hat in the playground, not crossing the road 

without a parent and not hurting other children or playing roughly.  Comparisons of the results 

from CC and IC for prestart interviews (25 CC, 83%; 15 IC, 56%) showed that children’s 

expectation of school were similar.  Children in both groups emphasised playing in the school 

context as well as school rules and routines.  Children expressing rules had an older sibling; 

knew an older child at the school, or had been told by parents that they would not be able to 

do certain things once they got to school without getting into trouble. 

Many children expressed a clear and accurate understanding of aspects of what school 

would be like, indicating that they had acquired knowledge about school prior to starting 

school according to the children, this knowledge was acquired from siblings, other children 

attending school, parents or PTSS teachers, or through attending an orientation to school 

session. 

11.2.4 Preparation activities 

Preparation activities were mentioned by children in their prestart interviews.  

Children focused on things they were doing with others to get ready to start school.  As with 

parent responses, results are reported as practical and notional activities (Table 11-4). 
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Table 11-4.  Practical And Notional Preparation Activities Reported by Children  (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Preparation activities 39 68 11 19 

Practical 37 65 5 9 

Equipment and Uniform 4 7 0 0 

School visit 16 28 2 4 

Teacher contact 13 23 0 0 

No teacher contact  3 5 0 0 

Notional 14 25 7 12 

Orientation/Transition 

Program 
12 21 0 0 

Things we need to know to 

start school 
2 4 7 12 

 

The main activities children were involved in to prepare for school were: having 

contact with the teacher (13 children, 23%); visiting the school (16 children, 28%) or 

participating in an orientation/transition program (12 children, 21%).  Children spoke about 

preparation activities that linked with some of the categories identified by parents.  For 

example, children spoke about obtaining equipment and uniforms for school and visiting the 

school, which parents also reported.  Some children also talked about meeting the 

Kindergarten teacher at the school.  Comparisons of results for CC an IC showed that several 

children had contact with a teacher (nine CC, 30%; four IC, 15%); had visited the school (11 CC, 

37%; five IC, 19%); or participated in an orientation-transition program (eight CC, 27%; four IC, 

15%) at the time of the first interview.  The low numbers of children having been involved in an 
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orientation/transition program were an indication of these programs not starting prior to the 

time of the interview; with all schools have some form of program for orientation. 

11.2.5 Domains. 

The subcategory of domains was used to group children’s responses in several areas 

including: activities; the child’s relationship with the teacher; aspects of the school system; and 

social-emotional aspects of school.  The results are presented for each of the categories and 

their subcategories. 

11.2.5.1 Activities. 

In their prestart interviews, children were prompted to think about what types of 

activities they thought they would do at school.  In poststart interviews, children were asked to 

think about what activities they did at school.  Responses were coded into seven subcategories 

according to the focus of the activity.  The subcategories were activities that had an academic 

focus, art-drama-music focused activities, homework, lunch-recess, play, sport and a 

subcategory of other activities.  The subcategory of play included: classroom activities which 

reflected a play based learning philosophy; and outdoor activities which children described as 

playing games and playing with friends.  A supplementary subcategory recorded whether 

children had a choice in participating in the selected activities in the school context or whether 

they were teacher directed.  The responses are reported for the eight subcategories in Table 

11-5. 
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Table 11-5.  Typical Activities Children Engage in at School Reported by Children (n=57) 

Category and subcategories Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Activities 29 51 55 96 

Academic focus 9 16 39 68 

Arts-based activities 15 26 24 42 

Choice in class activity 0 0 27 47 

Homework 3 5 3 5 

Lunch-Recess 4 7 8 14 

Other activities 4 7 12 21 

Play 14 25 44 77 

Sport 2 4 5 9 

 

Overall, 29 children (51%) described activities they thought they would engage in at 

school in their prestart interviews.  If children identified more than one subcategory, such as 

playing and having lunch as activities at school, their responses were coded at both 

subcategories.  In the prestart interviews, children predominantly identified: arts-based 

activities (15 children, 26%) such as painting, music and drama, and play (14 children, 25%).  In 

poststart interviews, a total of 55 children (96%) spoke about the activities they engaged in at 

school.  Of these, 27 children (47%) spoke about the choices they had in activities.  Children 

mainly reported play (44 children, 77%); academically focused activities such as reading, 

writing and mathematics (39 children, 68%); and arts-based activities such as painting, drawing 

and music (24 children, 42%). 
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Comparisons for the 18 CC (60%) and 11 IC (41%) describing activities in prestart 

interviews showed that both CC and IC mainly identified play (10 CC, 33%; 4 IC, 15%) and arts 

drama based activities (8 CC, 27%; 7 IC, 26%).  In poststart interviews, 29 CC (97%) and 26 IC 

(96%) responded.  Similarly, the comments of both CC and IC were coded primarily in the 

subcategories of academic activities (24 CC, 80%; 15 IP, 56%), play (23CC, 77%; 21IC, 78%) and 

arts based activities (13 CC 43%; 11 IC, 42%).  Mainly similarities were noted across the 

responses from both groups. 

In addition, children acknowledged that most of the time at school they had to do what 

the teacher told them.  Only sometimes did they have choices.  Seventeen CC (57%) and 10 IC 

(37%) stated they could choose activities after they had completed tasks or when they were 

engaged in activities described by the children as ‘developmental play’ or ‘free play’.  Children 

spoke about enjoying free play time which was a weekly activity for some children on a Friday 

afternoon. However, for other children free play activities were not a regular occurrence.  

Children also indicated that while these times were referred to as being free play, the teacher 

still limited what was allowed.  “When Miss says...she tells me when it’s free time”, and “she 

[the teacher] tells us what we can’t do and can, and what we can’t play with and what we can 

play with.” Some children reported being upset when teachers said they could have free play 

time later, and it did not happen.  As one child explained, “We have to go home.  She said later 

and she forgot.” 

Overall, the children stated that it was their teacher who decided on the activities they 

did in the classroom, allocated some time for ‘free play’ and set the activities permitted in that 

time.  Children also stated they had free play when the teacher had work to complete.  As one 

child explained, free time was “when Miss J.  [the teacher] is doing some work and we finish 
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ours.” In these cases, children described the activity as free play time but referred to the 

activities as work.  Most children liked the activities that the teacher gave them, with only a 

few indicating they did not.  These children indicated that, even though they did not like the 

activities, they did them because they liked their teacher.  There were a few children who did 

not like school activities and described the teacher and the activities as “boring”. 

According to children in this study, their feelings for their teacher influenced how they 

reacted to the tasks they were asked to complete by that teacher.  This links with research that 

identifies the importance of the teacher-child relationship for student success (Baker, Grant, & 

Morlock, 2008; Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2005; Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995).  

The relationship with the teacher was an important motivator for children to complete their 

school work. 

11.2.5.2  Child relationship with teacher  

Children were asked to think about how they felt about their Kindergarten teacher.  

Responses were recorded as positive, negative or mixed feelings.  Responses are reported in 

Table 11-6. 

Table 11-6.  Relationship with the Kindergarten Teacher Reported by Children (n=57) 

 
 Category and subcategories  Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Child relationship with 

teacher 

6 11 50 88 

Mixed 0 0 11 19 

Negative feelings 1 2 5 9 

Positive feelings 5 9 35 61 
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In the prestart interviews, six children (11%) spoke about what their teacher would be 

like when they started school.  One child spoke about his concerns that his Kindergarten 

teacher would be mean and angry, nothing like his teacher in the PTSS.  The other five children 

thought they would like their Kindergarten teacher, although one child was tentative as she 

had not yet met her teacher.  The low response rate in prestart interviews was an indication 

that children had not met their Kindergarten teacher and did not know what the teacher would 

be like. 

In poststart interviews, after spending time at school and getting to know the teacher, 

children were again asked how they felt about their Kindergarten teacher.  A total of 50 

children (88%) responded.  Thirty-five children (61%) reported positive feelings for their 

teacher.  Children described liking the teacher and the teacher being ‘nice’.  They also 

mentioned the teacher being helpful, helping them in the classroom, making sure they knew 

their way around the school and looking after them.  “She [the teacher] does everything for 

me.”  Children referred to the teacher as a source of support for them: “I don’t cry anymore 

because my teacher’s there.”  Some children identified the way the teacher made them feel 

special, “She know[s] how to spell my name.”  Some highlighted their perception of a special 

relationship with the Kindergarten teacher where they felt they were treated differently, 

“She’s so fine… she always lets me do whatever I want.” 

Mixed responses and negative responses were also noted, identifying aspects children 

did not like about their teachers.  Children did not like the teacher being angry at them, or 

other children in the class “because they don’t do the right thing” or were “naughty”.  

“Mitchell done bad [things]… and Miss G.  [Kindergarten teacher] screams at him.”  One boy 

stated “l like a teacher” but not the Kindergarten teacher, because “sometimes she gets angry 
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when I get um naughty.”  Children also did not like the teacher putting their name on the ‘sad 

face’ list, where their name was written on the board, under a sad face, for inappropriate 

behaviour, not listening to the teacher or some other misdemeanour.  Children indicated that 

their teacher would also be sad if they did something that meant their name went on the sad 

face list.  “Sometimes they’ve [the two class teachers] got a sad face.”  However, as one boy 

explained it was easy to set this right because “When I go back to my goodness then she starts 

to get happy again”.  Children did not like being sent to a ‘time out’ area away from the class 

such as a wet area where sinks were located.  One child explained that when they were in the 

time out area, “She [the teacher] doesn’t talk to us.  She just says, “Come here, do you have 

something to say?” and we say “Sorry Miss P.”, and then we can return to our seat in the 

classroom.  One boy explained that his teacher became angry with him and he was sent to the 

time out area, “when I not doing good home …not doing good homework…I sit in the corner.”  

Another girl stated that she did not like her teacher sometimes, because “she talks too much 

and um I get a little tired.”  When asked why her teacher talked too much she responded, 

“Because we need to learn a lot of things.”  Teachers can also inadvertently model biased 

behaviours towards children without realising the impact, as this comment from one child 

demonstrates, “She’s nice to everybody, except all the boys” 

Results were compared for CC and IC.  Only three CC (10%) and three IC (11%) referred 

to feelings about the teacher in prestart interviews.  One CC (3%) reported negative feelings 

and two CC (7%) reported positive feelings for the teacher.  Three IP reported positive feelings 

for the teacher.  In poststart results, 27 CC (90%) and 23 IC (85%) reported their feelings for the 

teacher.  Overall children expressed positive feelings for the teacher stating they liked or loved, 
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their teacher (21 CC, 70%; 14 IC, 52%), with a smaller group reporting mixed (five CC, 17%; four 

IC, 15%) or negative feelings (two CC, 7%; three IC, 11%). 

Those children expressing mixed feelings stated that they liked the teacher but related 

experiences where they were unhappy with the teacher because: the teacher forgot to do 

something for them; they had to sit and listen to the teacher for a long period of time; or they 

or other children made the teacher sad or angry because they were “not doing the right thing.”  

Negative feelings about the teacher were directly related to children getting into trouble from 

the teacher, being sent into the time out area, or having their name put on the ‘sad face’ list in 

the classroom.  Children expressed negative feelings toward the teacher when the teacher 

yelled, or was cranky at them or another child in their class, especially when the child being 

reprimanded was a close friend.  Both CC and IC reported similar feelings for the teacher. 

11.2.5.3 School system 

The category of the school system identified aspects that were based in organisational 

or managerial systems within the school.  Such things included the daily routines and system of 

school discipline.  In total, aspects of the school system were mentioned by 14 children (25%) 

in prestart interviews and 26 children (46%) in poststart interviews.  Children highlighted 

features of three areas within the school system that impacted on them during the transition 

to school: the curriculum, school reward-punishment systems and daily school routines (Table 

11-7). 
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Table 11-7.  Aspects of the School System Highlighted by Children (n=57) 

 Category and subcategories  Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children 

referring to 

items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

School system 14 25 26 46 

Curriculum 1 2 3 5 

Rules-Reward-Punishment  9 16 23 40 

School Routine 6 11 6 11 

 

Comments coded under the subcategory of rules-reward-punishment system were 

directly related to the children knowing and understanding the school rules.  Children in 

prestart interviews (nine, 16%) named a school rule they knew, or described behaviour they 

knew would be inappropriate at school, such as hitting other children.  One child talked about 

getting an award at orientation because he followed the school’s ‘pink rule’ which was to sit 

with your legs crossed, lift up your eyes and try to listen carefully.  In prestart interviews, six 

children (11%) mentioned aspects of the school routine that they anticipated or knew from 

older children, usually siblings, such as wearing a name tag, catching the bus to and from 

school, having homework, sitting and listening to the teacher, responding to the bell, and 

having recess and lunch.  Comparison of CC and IC indicated that 10 CC (33%) and four IC (15%) 

mentioned rules in prestart interviews, probably influenced by experiences with siblings or 

conversations about school with parents.  Children mainly identified the school rules-reward-

punishment system (seven CC, 23%; two IC, 7%) and school routines (five CC; 17%; one IC, 4%). 

In poststart interviews, most children made comments that were coded in the rules-

rewards–punishment subcategory (23 children, 40%).  Children spoke about school rules such 
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as “put your hand up when you want to speak”, “You can walk in the classroom”, “clean it”, 

and “you can … play quietly or read a book.” Children also talked about using their 5 L’s, “We 

sit up straight and do our five ‘L’s”, which were often displayed on a wall chart in their 

classroom (Figure 5). 

Children also spoke about receiving awards for their appropriate behaviour and 

completed class work.  In poststart interviews, responses from three children (5%) were 

classified in the subcategory of curriculum issues.  The first of these three children (one CC, 3%) 

thought the work at school was too hard and was aware that her reading level was below the 

other children in her Kindergarten class.  The second child (one IC, 4%) liked using the laptop to 

do his writing, while the third child (one I, 4%) expressed his disappointment in the changes in 

curriculum at school when he stated “I don’t get to play anymore.”  

In the subcategory of school routines, six children (11%) mentioned various aspects of 

school routines including: lining up to go into the classroom, being allowed to eat and/or play 

Figure 5. Chart displayed in classrooms showing the 5 L’s of active listening. 
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at recess or lunchtime only, being restricted in play by only being permitted to play with 

Kindergarten children and not children in other years, and having to be supervised by a teacher 

at all times.  The six children (11%) whose poststart responses were coded in this subcategory 

were not the same children who mentioned school routines in prestart interviews.  

Comparisons of CC and IC reported for school routines showed that children reported similar 

aspects in prestart interviews (five CC, 17%; one IC, 4%) and poststart interviews (three CC, 

10%; three IC, 11%). 

In comparisons of poststart results for CC and IC, 11 CC (37%) and 15 IC (56%) 

reported, mainly in the category of rules-reward-punishment system (11 CC, 37%; 12 IC, 44%).  

By the end of the second term of school, the increase in numbers of children responding in the 

poststart interviews reflected children’s growing understanding and awareness of the 

expectations of behaviour and routines in the school context, and their greater awareness of 

school rules.  It is highly likely that school provided children with the opportunity to learn 

about rules and routines, as well as outcomes associated with demonstrating or breaking 

these.  In this way, children learned about the expectations of school by being at school (King & 

Boardman, 2006). 

11.2.5.4 Social emotional aspects of school 

A small number of children’s responses about what happened at school were grouped 

within the subcategory of social-emotional aspects of school.  Social-emotional aspects 

referred to by children related to having friends, feeling more confident and interacting with 

older children or their ‘buddies’ at school.  Children also mentioned bullying and feeling scared.  

In prestart interviews, eight children (14%) mentioned a social-emotional aspect of school such 

as playing with friends, not having friends, interacting with older children, and feeling scared 
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about older children or the teacher.  Comparisons showed that five CC (17%) and three IC 

(11%) reported social-emotional aspects of school. 

The responses from 17 children (30%) in poststart interviews were classified in this 

subcategory.  Children related feeling happy at school, more confident and not scared now that 

they had made friends and were accustomed to the expectations and routines of school.  

However, a few children also reported not liking school, wanting to go back to their PTSS, and 

having some problems with friends not playing with them, or snatching things from them.  One 

CC (3%) and two IC (7%) reported not wanting to be at school because they did not like the 

work or because they were having difficulties making and/or interacting with their friends.  

Two of these three children also expressed preferring their PTSS to school (one CC, 3%; one IP, 

4%).  

Overall, children who had referred to social-emotional aspects of school in prestart 

interviews indicated that many of their initial difficulties had improved by the time of the 

poststart interviews, with children no longer being scared of coming to school and being more 

accustomed to the expectations and routines of school.  The three children, who indicated that 

they did not want to attend school, were receiving support from parents and teachers, with 

the aim of making school more enjoyable for them. 

11.2.6 Child evaluation of school  

In their interviews children were invited to share their ideas about what they liked and 

did not like, about school.  Elements that were identified were coded as positive, negative, or a 

combination of positive and negative aspects of school.  These are reported in Table 11-8. 
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Table 11-8.  Aspects of the School System Highlighted by Children (n=57) 

 Category and subcategories  Prestart Poststart 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of 

children referring 

to items in each 

sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Evaluation of school 12 21 46 81 

Negative aspects 2 4 23 40 

Positive aspects 11 19 43 75 

Positive/negative aspects  1 2 20 35 

 

In prestart interviews, 12 children (21 %) made comments about what they liked and 

disliked about school.  Positive aspects of school reported by children (11, 19%) included 

playing, being with friends, and being involved in activities they enjoyed such as singing, 

writing, homework, drawing and painting.  Two children (4%) spoke about negative aspects of 

school.  Comparison of CC and IC results for prestart interviews indicated that comments were 

made by seven CC (23%) and five IC (19%) children.  Mostly positive responses were recorded 

in both groups (seven CC, 23%; four IC, 15%), with negative response recorded for one CC (3%) 

and one IC (4%), who was worried about older children being at the school.  The one CC (3%) 

stated that she would like playing with her school friends but would not like school, “when 

someone doesn’t play with me”. 

In poststart interviews, 46 children (81%) identified aspects of school they liked and/or 

disliked.  Negative aspects were diverse.  Children talked about disliking the ‘time out’ area or 

detention, “I hate detention.”  Children also did not like schoolwork, which they found difficult 

or boring, such as doing their ABC’s, tracing, doing letters, drawing, painting, and reading.  As 

one child explained, “I don’t like reading.  It’s boring ...  because they’re boring stories and I like 

having free time.”  Children identified negative aspects of their relationships at school, for 



287 

 

example, when friends, bullies or other children refused to play, smacked them or took things 

from them.  One child explained “I don't like bullies.” While another said she did not like being 

at school when “friends say I don’t want to be your friend.”  Another child also identified the 

pressure she felt from friends when she expressed, “the things I don’t like doing is the things 

that my friends make me do and I said I don’t want to.” 

Children also disliked being limited in the amount of time they had to play, and having 

homework.  They commented, “I don’t get to play anymore … Only at lunchtime and recess”, 

and “I don’t like doing homework.”  Children also explained they had difficulties managing the 

larger areas of the school environment.  The large playground presented difficulties in finding 

friends, with one child stating he would give up and “play by myself with my cars”, while 

another became exhausted from her trek around the playground because, as she stated, “I 

have to walk and walk and walk everywhere … and my legs get tired.”  Finally, one child stated 

that she disliked school “when I have to sit down on the floor and listen to my teacher all day.”  

Overall, negative aspects predominantly related to school work and activities, relationships 

with friends, and disciplinary techniques used by teachers. 

In contrast, 43 children (75%) identified playing as their favourite thing to do at school.  

Children spoke of playing “on the playground” or in the classroom with friends.  Objects were 

also included in play such as when children played “on the equipment”.  Children also 

identified curriculum they liked such as mathematics, reading, writing, drawing, painting, news, 

sport, using laptops and computers, free play or developmental play, and homework.   I feel 

happy about homework ‘cause homework’s important.” A highlight for many children was 

getting an award from their teacher.  One child summed up the aspects of school she enjoyed 
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by stating, “I like doing everything”.  Positive aspects children identified related predominantly 

to curriculum activities and playing at school. 

Comparison of results for CC and IC indicated that most children made comments 

about their likes and/or dislikes at school (24 CC, 80%; 22 IC, 81%).  Positive responses were 

coded for 22CC (73%) and 21 IC (78%), with negative responses recorded for 12 CC (40%) and 

11 IC (41%).  Children in both groups reported similar issues about school as either positive or 

negative. 

While the curriculum was a source of positives for some children, other children 

thought school work was ‘hard’ or ‘boring’ and they did not like doing it.  Relationships also 

offered positive and negative experiences for children.  Overall, children’s comments identified 

more positive, rather than negative aspects of school, suggesting that by the time of their 

second interview most children felt being at school was generally a positive experience. 

11.2.7 Children’s feelings about school 

Children indicated how they felt about starting school, how they felt on their first day 

at school and how they felt as they continued to be involved at school.  In prestart interviews, 

children were asked how they felt about starting school, with 35 children (61%) describing their 

feelings.  In poststart interviews, children were asked to describe how they felt on their first 

day at school, and how they felt about school now.  Overall, 47 children (82%) identified their 

feelings on the first day at school, and 46 children (81%) identified how they felt about school 

at the time of the poststart interview.  Children’s responses were classified into several 

subcategories, shown in Table 11-9. 
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Table 11-9.  Children’s Self-Reported Feelings About School from Prestart to Poststart (n=57) 

 Category and subcategories Prestart At start Poststart 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Feelings about school 35 61 47 82 46 81 

Worried/ nervous/scared 4 7 8 14 2 4 

Bored 0 0 0 0 2 4 

Don't like school 0 0 1 2 2 4 

Excited/happy/like/love 30 53 32 56 37 65 

It's hard 0 0 1 2 1 2 

Mixed emotions 1 2 5 9 0 0 

Negative emotion 0 0 1 2 0 0 

Shy 0 0 1 2 0 0 

Return to PTSS or stay home 0 0 0 0 5 9 
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In prestart interviews, 30 children, (53%) indicated that they were feeling happy or 

excited about starting school.  In poststart interviews, 32 children (56%) indicated they were 

excited or happy on their first day at school.  Responses to questions of how they felt about 

school now, in poststart interviews, indicated that 37 children (65%) had positive feelings 

about being at school, stating they liked or loved school, or were happy or excited to be at 

school. 

In their prestart interviews, a small group of children (four children, 7%) reported 

feeling worried, scared or nervous about starting school.  This figure increased slightly in 

poststart interviews, with eight children (14%) indicating they were anxious on their first day at 

school.  However, once children had started school, the number of children reporting feeling 

anxious dropped to two (4%).  Overall, only two children expressed feeling anxious across the 

time points.  One child expressed feeling anxious prior to starting school and on the first day; 

while another child expressed feeling anxious on their first day at school and at school ‘now’.  

Feelings of anxiety tended to reduce over time for children.  Other feelings children mentioned 

were shyness, boredom, finding school hard or not liking school.  There were a few children 

who mentioned wanting to go back to their PTSS or to stay home from school (five children, 

9%).  As one child stated, “I want to go back.  I don’t like big school.” 

Comparison of interview data for CC and IC at prestart showed that 20 CC (67%) and 15 

IC (56%) reported their feelings about school.  Most children indicated they were excited or 

happy to start school (17 CC, 57%; 13 IC, 48%).  A small number of children indicated they were 

anxious or nervous (three CC, 10%; one IC, 4%) or had mixed emotions (one IC, 4%).  Children 

(24 CC, 80%; 23 IC, 85%) reported their feelings on the first day, with most children indicating 

they were happy or excited at school start (22 CC, 73%; 20 IC 74%).  Small numbers of children 
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indicated they didn’t like school (one CC, 3%; two IC, 7%); were anxious or worried (five CC, 

17%; four IC, 15%) were bored (two IC, 7%); thought it was hard (one CC, 3%; one IC, 4%); had 

mixed emotions (four CC, 13%; one IC, 4%) or negative emotions at start (one IC, 4%); were shy 

(one IC, 4%) or wanted to go back to PTSS (four  CC, 13%; one IC, 4%).  Children also reported 

their feelings at school in poststart interviews (24 CC, 80%; 22 IC, 85%) with most being happy 

and excited about school (22 CC, 73%; 19 IC, 70%).  Other children described being anxious or 

nervous (five CC, 17%; four IC, 15%); having mixed emotions about school (four CC, 13%; one 

IC, 4%); or wanting to stay home or go back to their PTSS (four CC, 13%; one IC, 4%). 

Overall, most children were happy about starting school and liked being at school.  A 

small number of children in both groups expressed negative feelings about school, wanted to 

leave school, or found the work hard.  While the numbers of disaffected children were small, 

such feelings have the potential to have a major negative impact on the school experiences not 

only of those children and their families, but of other children and teachers they encounter at 

school. 

11.2.8 Major change 

In poststart interviews only, children were asked what was different about them since 

they started school.  A total of 19 children (33%) reported changes since they started school, 

including: growing up, being bigger or older (eight children, 14%); changing schools (five 

children, 9%) as they moved from PTSS; making friends (four children, 7%), ‘learning’ (three 

children, 5%) or feeling different but not being sure what was different (one child, 2%).  

Comparison of CC and IC indicated similarity across the comments of the 11 CC (37%) and eight 

IC (30%) who responded, with the exception of the subcategory of growing up (seven CC, 23%; 

one IC, 4%), possibly linking to the greater emphasis of the comparison group on age. 
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11.2.9 Issues about school. 

11.2.9.1 Friends and older children. 

Children identified several issues about school that explained factors that helped or 

hindered their transition to school.  Of the 21 children (37%) whose comments were coded in 

this subcategory of friends and older children ,18 (32%) reported having a same-aged friend 

starting school with them and three (5%) indicated they had no friends starting at school.  In 

prestart interviews, nine children (16%) acknowledged knowing older children in the school 

who were relatives or neighbours. 

In poststart interviews, eight children (14%) spoke about knowing older children at the 

school or children who had helped them at school.  In contrast, 52 children (91%) spoke about 

same aged peers and what they did together at school.  A total of nine children (16%) indicated 

that they had started school without having a friend in their class; but they knew other children 

at the school.  All but one of these children indicated that they had made at least one special 

friend by the time of their poststart interview.  The child who had not made a special friend 

indicated she was friends with all the children in her class.  One child (2%) identified having 

difficulties with other children at school, whom he referred to as ‘bullies’ in his poststart 

interview.  This IC (4%) spoke about ‘bullies’ punching him and his two friends on his first day at 

school.  Other children noted the importance of starting school with friends or knowing other 

children within the school when they started. 

During prestart interviews, 13 CC (43%) and five IC (19%) mentioned knowing a same-

aged peer who was also starting school.  Children also reported having older friends (seven CC, 

23%; two IC, 7%).  Three children indicated they did not know a child at the school or a friend 
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that was attending (one CC, 3%; two IC, 7%).  Children also reported having older friends 

(seven CC, 23%; two IC, 7%). 

In poststart interviews, all but one of the 27 CC (90%) and all of the 26 IC (96%) who 

mentioned friends reported having friends at school (26 CC, 87%; 26 IC, 96%), and could name 

at least one close friend in post start interviews.  A small number of children reported having 

no friends at school (five CC, 17%; four IC, 15%) and some reported having friends who were 

older (five CC, 17%; three IC, 11%).  One CC (3%) mentioned bullying as an issue at school in the 

poststart interview. 

11.2.9.2 Things we need to know or take to school. 

In their prestart interviews, children were asked if there was anything that they 

needed to take to school with them when they started school and if they needed to know 

anything special to be able to start at school.  Twenty-eight children (49%) spoke about the 

things they needed to take to school.  These included: items of equipment such as their pencil 

case, books, or activities; their bag; their hat; and homework.  Children also noted that they 

needed to bring lunch, or money to buy lunch from the canteen. 

In relation to things children needed to know before starting school, three children 

(5%) spoke about needing to know how to play with clay, to read, to paint, knowing the 

alphabet and numbers, or to be able to sing.  Comparison of CC and IC results for prestart 

interviews indicated 10 CC (33%) and seven IC (26 %) mentioned toys, hats, bags, lunch boxes, 

pencils and books.  In poststart interviews, three children (5%) spoke about things they needed 

to take to school and seven children (12%) spoke about what they thought children should 

know before starting school.  Five CC (17%) identified various things they needed to know for 

school including being able to colour in and write your name; know the weather chart; be 



294 

 

helpful and use your manners; what to do and the class rules; and to bring news (CC).  The two 

IP (7%) identified knowing how to brush your teeth and do your homework; and to bring lunch 

and eat outside.  Most children indicated they did not have to know things before they started 

school, because “you will learn it when you get there.”  

11.2.10 Structured Child Interview. 

Children were asked a series of questions, referred to as the structured child interview 

to gain an understanding of their perception of their behaviours, feelings and progress at 

school.  The structured children interview was administered to all 57 children with responses 

being recorded and coded for each series of questions (Table 11-10). 

Table 11-10.  Children’s Responses to the Structured Child Interview Questions (n=57) 

Question/s Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

1: How do you feel about going to school? 57 100 

Happy - Good 55 96 

Mixed- Alright 1 2 

Sad 1 2 

2: Do you sometimes get scared at school?   

Yes  23 40 

No 34 60 

a.  What scares you at school? 23 40 

3: Do you sometimes feel happy at school?   

Yes  57 100 

No 0 0 

a. What makes you happy at school? 57 100 

Don't know 1 2 

Friends 12 21 

Just happy when I come to school 3 5 
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Question/s Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

Playing 20 35 

Playing with friends 7 12 

Some of the activities 6 11 

Teacher 7 12 

When the boys share 1 2 

4: Do you sometimes feel nervous/worried at school?   

Yes  22 39 

No 35 61 

a. What makes you feel nervous/ worried at school? 22 39 

5: Do you ever get angry at school?   

Yes  19 33 

No 38 67 

a. What makes you angry? 19 33 

Being hurt-teased-yelled at by others 10 18 

Friends - other children 7 12 

School work 2 4 

b. Do you ever get into fights when you are angry?   

Yes 4 7 

No 53 93 

c. What do you do when you get angry? 19 33 

Do something to them 4 7 

Get into trouble from teacher 1 2 

Nothing 2 4 

Play with someone else 3 5 

Tell teacher 5 9 

Try to be nice to them 1 2 

Walk away 3 5 

6: Do you most often do what the teacher says? 57 100 

No 4 7 

Sometimes 4 7 

Yes 49 86 
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Question/s Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

7: Do you find it hard to sit still when you’re at school? 57 100 

No-Sometimes 32 56 

Yes 25 44 

8: When you have work to do in class do you usually finish it? 57 100 

No-Sometimes 14 25 

Yes 21 37 

Yes by self 15 26 

Yes but needs help 7 12 

9: Tell me about your friends, who do you play with? 57 100 

Talked about 1 friend 11 19 

Talked about 2 friends 17 30 

Talked about between 3 to 5 friends 24 42 

Talked about more than five friends 4 7 

Sits with anybody 1 2 

10: Do you share things at school? 57 100 

Yes 52 91 

No 2 4 

Sometimes 3 5 

a. What do you share? 55 96 

Everything 2 4 

Food 2 4 

School Equipment-Books-Paper-Activities 19 33 

Toys 35 61 

11: If I asked your friend would they say that you are helpful? 57 100 

Yes 51 89 

No 6 11 

a. How do you help your friend/s? 51 89 

Being friends 2 4 

Play with them 8 14 

Tell teach-show them things 3 5 

To do school work 14 25 
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Question/s Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage of 

total number 

of children 

To settle their arguments down 1 2 

When they get hurt or sick 12 21 

Don't know 8 14 

Other 3 5 

 

The questions were designed to elicit responses related to children’s behaviours, 

feelings and progress at school reflecting the areas assessed on the parent and teacher SDQ. 

Question 1: How do you feel about going to school? (Emotional) 

Most children said they were happy or felt good about going to school reflecting a 

positive attitude to school.  Only one child (2%) expressed mixed emotions about school, and 

one child (2%) stated she felt sad about going to school because she had to leave her mother. 

Question 2: Do you sometimes get scared at school? (Emotional) 

a) What scares you at school? 

When children were asked “Do you sometimes get scared at school?” 23 children 

(40%) stated they felt scared about something.  However, the reasons children were scared at 

school varied.  Two children were scared when the teacher got angry or talked loudly.  Data 

from children’s poststart interviews supported this, as these children referred to the teacher in 

their interview.  One child expressed feeling scared when she initially had not made friends at 

the start of school.  Other things like dark corridors or the long grass in the playground that 

made them itch also scared some children.  Some children also were scared that their mother 

would not come to get them, or they were scared of the older children, “bullies”, or children 

who “want to fight”.  One girl said she was scared of “boys because they sneak up on you”.   



298 

 

While another child stated that he was scared because his “mum said they’re gonna smash the 

gate or someone’s gonna get you” from the school.  This mother’s anxiety, about her child’s 

safety, meant that this boy considered the threat of someone taking him a genuine possibility 

at school, causing him to worry.  Linking this child’s information to the parent interview 

revealed that the mother had chosen a school for her child that had high fencing and a security 

guard at the entry, to allay some of the anxiety she felt about sending her child to school and 

to ensure he was safe while at school. 

Question 3: Do you sometimes feel happy at school? (Emotional) 

a) What makes you happy at school? 

All 57 children indicated that they sometimes felt happy at school.  Most frequent 

responses in this category were coded in the subcategories of playing (20 children, 35%), 

friends (12 children, 21%), and playing with friends (seven children, 12%).  These responses link 

to children’s positive rating of play and playing with friends as aspects of school they liked.  

Children also talked about being happy just because they were at school (three children, 5%); 

and because of teacher related behaviours (seven children, 12%), such as letting children do 

what they wanted to do in the classroom, giving children awards or the teacher not getting 

angry at children.  Other responses included a particular school activity (six children, 11%), 

being happy when the boys at school shared (one child, 2%), and being happy but not knowing 

why (one child, 2%). 

Question 4: Do you sometimes feel nervous/ worried at school? (Emotional) 

a) What makes you feel nervous/ worried at school? 

Twenty two children (39%) indicated that they felt nervous or worried at school.  

Things that made children nervous or worried varied and included: “other children” or 



299 

 

“bullies”; friends being in a different Kindergarten class than the child; having no one to play 

with; “lining up” or falling over at school; answering questions or “getting awards in front of 

everyone”; homework; knowing what they had to do on their first day; “getting nits”; doing 

“new things” or doing the “wrong thing”; and worrying about “mum”.  Children’s responses 

were personal and many related to children’s confidence at school. 

Question 5: Do you ever get angry at school? (Conduct) 

a) What makes you angry? 

b) What do you do when you get angry? 

c) Do you ever get into fights when you are angry? 

Of the 57 children who responded to this question, “Do you ever get angry at school?” 

19 children (33%) stated they did get angry at school.  These 19 children were then asked to 

identify what made them angry at school.  The responses were classified into three 

subcategories: reacting to being hurt or yelled at by another child (10 children, 18%); friends 

making them angry (seven children, 12%); and school work (two children, 4%).  Children were 

asked what they did when they got angry at school.  The responses again varied, with children 

saying they would tell the teacher when they were angry (five children, 9%); play with 

someone else (three children, 5%); do nothing (two children, 4%); or walk away (three children, 

5%).  One child indicated she would talk nicely to the child who made her angry, because then 

the child would share with her; while another stated when he got angry he got “into trouble” 

from the teacher.  Four children (7%) indicated they would fight, kick, or hurt the child who had 

made them angry.  As one child indicated, “I get angry, I say, I just want to fight you, you 

idiots.” These four children also indicated that they would then be reprimanded by the teacher 

or receive a detention for their behaviour if the teacher intervened or the child with whom 

they had the altercation told the teacher. 
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Question 6: Do you most often do what the teacher says? (Conduct) 

In response to the question “Do you most often do what the teacher tells you to do?” 

children indicated high levels of compliance with their teacher’s requests.  Of the 57 children 

interviewed, 48 children (84%) responded to the question with “Yes”; four children (7%) 

answered “Sometimes”; and four children (7%) answered “No”.  Only a small number of 

children felt they did not do what the teacher told them to do or ignored teacher requests.  

These children also reported often getting into trouble from the teacher.  Some children also 

indicated that their feelings for their teacher influenced how they reacted to tasks they were 

asked to complete.  Children who got on well with the teacher acknowledged that they tried to 

complete their school work, even if they did not like it, and to behave appropriately because 

they liked the teacher and wanted to make the teacher happy.  When the teacher-child 

relationship was supportive it helped to maintain children’s positive disposition towards school 

and school work.  This also suggests that children were less likely to respond to teacher 

requests if the teacher seemed angry or yelled. 

Question 7: Do you find it hard to sit still when you’re at school? (Hyperactivity) 

Children’s responses to this question were mixed.   Children indicated they did not find 

it hard to sit still by responding “No” or “sometimes” (32 children, 56%).  However, nearly half 

of the children interviewed felt it was hard to sit still at school (25 children, 44%), raising 

questions about the nature of the tasks that children are expected to do at school and their 

developmental appropriateness.  The following question also raised similar issues concerning 

the tasks that are set for children in Kindergarten. 
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Question 8: When you have work to do in class do you usually finish it? (Hyperactivity) 

Overall, 43 children (75%) stated they usually finished their work in class.  Of these, 15 

children (26%) stated they completed the task independently; seven children (12%) stated they 

needed help from the teacher or another child; and the remaining 21 children (37%) did not 

indicate how they completed their work.  Fourteen children (25%) stated that they did not get 

their work finished in class.  Some of these children indicated that they had to complete this 

work for homework.  The potential impact on children’s self-esteem and identity as a 

competent learner bears consideration.  Nearly one quarter of the children interviewed felt 

they could not complete tasks set for them in class, without additional help from a peer or the 

teacher.  This has implications for the child in the classroom situation, for their self-identity as a 

competent learner, for their self-confidence and autonomy, and for the child’s future learning. 

Question 9: Tell me about your friends, who do you play with? (Peer problems) 

All 57 children stated that they had friends at the time of the poststart interview.  

Children talked about having one friend (11 children, 19%), two friends (17 children, 30%), 

three to five friends (24 children, 42%) or more than five friends (four children, 7%).  Even 

though children may have started school without a friend (10 children, 18%), 56 children (98%) 

had established at least one close peer friendship by the end of the second term at school.  

One child indicated she was friends with all the children, with no special friend to play with, or 

sit with at lunch time, because she “just sits with anybody”.  This child also indicated that when 

relationships with other children became difficult she would find someone else to play with at 

school.  Linking this child’s information to the parent interview revealed that her mother had 

concerns, prior to the child starting school, about her experiencing difficulties in interactions 

with other children at school because of behaviours when interacting with friends and relatives 

at home.  Once the child had started at school, and reported having lots of friends, these 
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concerns were no longer an issue for the parent.  However, while the child was happy to move 

from group to group, and this presented no immediate problems for her, there is the possibility 

that this behaviour could lead to her not developing close friendships with her peers, and the 

possibility of isolation from a supportive peer groups has implications for later school life.   

Question 10: Do you share things at school? (Prosocial)  

a) What do you share? 

A high number of children indicated they shared things (52 children, 91%) or 

sometimes shared things (three children, 5%).  Two children (4%) stated they did not share 

things at school.  Children were asked what they shared.  Responses identified that children 

shared toys provided at school or brought from home (35 children, 61%), and school 

equipment (20 children, 35%) such as books, paper or school items.  Children also stated that 

they shared food (two children, 4%) and a small number of children stated they shared 

“everything” at school (two children, 4%).   Two children indicated they did not share things, 

one being told by the teacher not to share food and other things for health reasons as a child in 

the class had severe allergies.  As this child explained “We’re not allowed to share.  My teacher 

says don’t share your things.  I share books.  I share sometimes.  I share paper to write.” 

Encouraging and developing prosocial behaviours is important for children’s social 

development.  They learn to share, take turns and develop empathy and trust for others, 

building social connectedness within the class and wider school community.   

Question 11: If I asked your friend would they say that you are helpful? (Prosocial) 

Fifty-one children (89%) responded that their friends perceived them as helpful.  These 

children explained how they helped their friends.  The most frequent responses were: helping 

them with schoolwork (14 children, 25%); helping them when they were sick or hurt (12 
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children, 21%); or playing with them (eight children, 14%).  Other responses included telling, 

teaching or showing friends things (three children, 5%); just being their friend (two children, 

4%); settling arguments down (one child, 2%); holding things or helping them carry things (two 

children, 4%); and sharing things with them (one child, 2%).  In addition, eight children (14%) 

stated they did not know how they helped their friends.  Six children (11%) also indicated that 

they did not think their friends would say they were helpful or they did not feel their friends 

needed help (six children, 11%). 

The structured interview questions were a valuable way of determining children’s 

views of their behaviours.  Overall, children rated their strengths and difficulties in the school 

context, identifying their emotions and the factors that influenced them at school.  Most 

children felt happy at school and identified activities they enjoyed.  Children indicated that 

they generally followed teacher requests and instructions, with some indicating the 

consequences if they did not.  Most children attempted to complete their schoolwork 

independently or with help from others in the class.  However, 25% of children indicated they 

did not complete the work set in class.  The potential implications for children’s image of 

themselves as a competent learner were highlighted, as were implications for teachers in 

setting tasks that child can achieve and complete in the designated time.  Most children had 

developed friendships with other children, who they thought perceived them as helpful in 

these relationships.   

11.2.11 Comparison of responses  

Children’s responses given poststart to the structured interview questions were 

analysed to determine if differences existed in responses from comparison children (CC) and 

intervention children (IC).  Small differences were shown on some questions.  For example, 
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children in both groups felt happy to be at school (29 CC, 97%;  26 IC, 96%), with one CC (3%) 

expressing mixed feelings about school, and one IC (4%) feeling sad about school.  When asked 

what made children happy at school, five IC (19%) identified teacher related behaviours, such 

as the teacher letting children do what they wanted, giving children an award or not getting 

angry at the child.  This compared with two responses for CC (7%) in this subcategory. 

In response to the question, ‘Do you most often do what the teacher says?” most 

children responded with “Yes” (27 CC, 91%; 22 IC, 81%), with a smaller group of children 

answering “No” or “Sometimes” (three CC, 10%; five IC, 19%).  Other questions required 

children to assess how they managed being, and working, in the classroom.  One difficulty 

mentioned by 12 CC (40%) and 13 IC (48%) was sitting still at school.  When asked about 

completing work in class, five IC (19%) felt they completed their work when they had some 

help from the teacher or a peer, compared to two CC (7%).  Overall, 21 IC (78%) stated that 

they did complete the work they were given in class compared with 22 CC (73%). 

In the questions pertaining to friendships, four CC (13%) identified one close friend 

compared with seven IC (26%).  Children having more than two friends totalled 17 CC (57%) 

compared with 11 IC (41%).  However, four CC (13%) expressed having more than five friends 

at school, with no IC recording this number of friends.  While most children stated they shared 

things at school (27 CC, 90%; 25 IC, 93%), more CC shared school equipment, paper and pencils 

(13 CC, 43%) than did IC (six IC, 22%).  However, more IC shared toys (20 IC; 74%) brought from 

home or supplied at school than CC (15 CC, 50%). 

Overall, responses to questions were fairly consistent across the two groups of children 

with differences being recorded for only a few children. However, some reported behaviours 
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such as difficulties making friend and completing school work may need to be monitored to 

prevent children having continued difficulties later at school. 

11.3 Summary of Results for Child Interviews 

Children indicated some clear preferences and ideas about their early experiences of 

school.  They mentioned several positive aspects of school and preferences for particular 

activities.  They also specified negative aspects of school and things they did not like or enjoy 

about school.  They identified things they needed to take to school, such as lunch and 

equipment.  However, most children thought that they did not need to know anything special 

before attending school, explaining in their post start interviews that children learnt what they 

needed to know when they went to school. 

Most children spoke positively about starting school and about being at school.  

Children reported the positive aspects of school as: playing with friends, certain school 

activities, and receiving class and/or school awards.  Most children spoke of feeling happy, 

having friends, being more confident and not feeling scared at school in their poststart 

interviews.  In contrast to these positive aspects, some children identified several negative 

aspects about school relating to: time out areas and detention; having little time to play; 

difficulties with the school curriculum; problems with friends; other children’s behaviour such 

as bullying or other unacceptable behaviours; and homework issues.  Once they had started 

school, and had been at school for nearly two terms, a small number of children indicated that 

they were still feeling unhappy, worried or nervous at school.  Some children reported finding 

schoolwork hard, or did not want to attend school, and a small number indicated they wanted 

to return to their PTSS.  A few children thought schoolwork was boring.  Children also noted 

differences between school and their PTSS, especially once they had spent time at school. 
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When talking about their relationship with the class teacher, children expressed both 

positive and negative feelings.  Children did not like the teacher being angry at them or other 

children.  They also did not like having their name placed on the ‘sad face’ list for not listening 

to the teacher or not obeying a class or school rule.  Children realised that they could make 

amends for doing the ‘wrong thing’ and make the teacher happy by apologising and doing what 

the teacher wanted them to do.  Children had some indications of what school would be like 

before starting.  However, they gained a clearer understanding of expectations of acceptable 

behaviour once they had started school.  The reward-punishment system used in schools 

emphasised the school rules and consequences of not following them.  Children were 

rewarded for learning and following the school rules and most placed high importance on 

following the rules and getting awards.  However, for the few experiencing difficulties with the 

curriculum, interactions or relationships in the school context there is potentially negative 

implications for children’s adjustment and learning at school. 
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12 Results: Children’s drawings 

12.1 Overview 

Children were asked to talk about their prestart and poststart drawings as they were 

drawing.  The drawings consisted of a single drawing at prestart and two drawings in the 

poststart interview that reflected the child’s first day at school and what school was like now.  

Children’s narratives were used in analysing the drawings to determine the personal meaning 

assigned to the people and objects in their drawings.  Including children’s narratives in the 

analysis of their drawings was a way to overcome some of the issues of accuracy of adult 

interpretation (Alderson & Morrow, 2011).  The objects and people identified as important by 

children were grouped into subcategories and then categories according to children’s 

descriptions.  The drawings were coded at the three time points: prior to the child starting 

school, the child’s first day at school (retrospective view), and after the child had started 

school.  Four main categories and several subcategories were defined according to children’s 

narratives.  The results are presented in Table 12-1. 
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Table 12-1.  Elements of Children’s Drawings and Narratives Documented from Prestart to Poststart (n=57) 

Categories and Subcategories Prestart At start After start 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category  

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Buildings and contextual items 29 51 31 54 39 68 

Classroom 11 19 10 18 17 30 

Equipment at school 2 4 2 4 5 9 

Home 2 4 2 4 1 2 

Letters/ symbol/writing 6 11 3 5 6 11 

Listening 0 0 2 4 0 0 

Playground 2 4 4 7 12 21 

Playing 1 2 0 0 3 5 

School Environment 11 19 9 16 10 18 

Things brought or worn 8 14 4 7 7 12 

At desk/computer 0 0 3 5 4 7 

Feelings 4 7 19 33 17 30 

Flowers, rainbow, sun 3 5 7 12 9 16 

Happy 1 2 12 21 8 14 

Sad about school 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Scared 0 0 1 2 0 0 
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Categories and Subcategories Prestart At start After start 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category  

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 

Number of children 

referring to items in 

each sub/category 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

children 
People 43 75 48 84 39 68 

Bullies 0 0 1 2 1 2 

Family 7 12 10 18 2 4 

Friends 6 11 10 18 9 16 

Mum 5 9 8 14 2 4 

Self 38 67 45 79 36 63 

Teacher 2 4 4 7 3 5 

Personal 17 30 9 16 13 23 

Age 1 2 1 2 6 11 

Attire- dressed in: 6 11 2 4 2 4 

School 

uniform 

4 7 0 0 2 4 

Street wear 2 4 2 4 0 0 

Ideas about school  4 7 0 0 2 4 

Pets 1 2 0 0 0 0 

Physical features 7 12 1 2 1 2 

Toys 1 2 5 9 4 7 
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Where appropriate, children’s responses were coded into more than one subcategory.  

For example, one child commented on both the school buildings and the playground and these 

were coded accordingly.  Results of the analysis of children’s drawings are reported in the 

following sections. 

12.1.1 Buildings and contextual items 

The first category, buildings and contextual items, recorded information children had 

drawn and explained as relating to physical (classroom, playground, school buildings) and 

practical elements of school (children writing or drawing names, symbols or copying writing 

from objects in the school context such as signage).  This category also included children 

drawing objects that related to activities they participated in at school, such as working at a 

desk or playing in the playground, important school items that children brought to school, such 

as homework, books, and lunch, or wore to school such as their school uniform. 

In prestart drawings, 29 children (51%) identified items that were coded within the 

category of buildings and contextual items.  Subcategories with the highest recorded number 

of responses from children were the classroom (11, 19%); the school environment (11, 19%); 

and things children wore or brought to school (eight, 14%).  Recalling their start to school, 31 

children (54%) mentioned items in this category.  The main items highlighted by children in 

their drawings were the classroom (10, 18%) and the school environment (nine, 16%).  An 

example is shown of one child’s prestart drawing, with the buildings that were important to 

this child (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6.  Child’s drawing showing the school building (top left) and home (bottom right) with family 
pets.  Female child, aged 4 years 8 months, prestart drawing. 

 

In poststart interviews, children referred to the classroom (17, 30%), the playground 

(12, 21%) and the school environment (10, 18%).  Changes over time can be seen in the 

elements of children’s drawings (Figure 7).  This child has initially focused on drawing the 

playground on the first day but later she has drawn her desk at school with her working on the 

computer. 
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Figure 7.  Drawing showing the change of focus from the playground on the first day to the classroom, 

with the child sitting at a desk in the present.  Female child, aged 5 years, poststart drawing.   

 

Initially, some children focused on the classroom and the buildings and elements of the 

school environment, as well as items that were worn or taken to school.  In their drawings of 

their first day, children highlighted the classroom and the school environment.  However, after 

children had been at school for nearly two terms, the most important building and contextual 

elements in their drawings were the classroom, the playground and the school environment.  

While the classroom, other school buildings and the contextual items of school were important 

to children throughout this period, children placed greater emphasis on the playground in their 

poststart drawings. 

12.1.2 Feelings 

Children’s drawings also included elements that they linked to their feelings.  Children 

spoke about their happiness at school or their liking of school in reference to particular items in 

their drawings, such as flowers, rainbows or the sun.  Children also talked about being happy at 

school and described school as a happy place.  In some cases, children talked about being 
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scared “I was a bit scared when I had to say goodbye to my mum”. or sad about school. "I felt 

sad about school". 

In prestart interviews, four children (7%) talked about their feelings about school in 

relation to their drawings.  Some children drew flowers, rainbows or the sun (three, 5%) as a 

symbol of happiness in their drawings.  One child (2%) drew a smiling face next to her drawing 

to show she was happy about going to school.  Of the 19 children (33%) who talked about their 

feelings in association with their drawing of the first day, 12 children (21%) identified being 

happy or excited about being at school.   A further seven children (12%) drew flowers, 

rainbows, or the sun as symbols of their happiness.  These feeling of happiness were also 

recorded in poststart drawings by eight children (14%) who described this emotion, and nine 

children (16%) who drew flowers, rainbows or the sun to represent their happiness at school.  

An example is shown in Figure 8, where this child has used a rainbow tree to show her feelings 

about school.   

 

 Figure 8.  Child indicated she was happy on her first day drawing herself standing under a rainbow 

tree.  Female child, aged 5 years, poststart drawing. 
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Not all children reported feeling happy when starting school.  This child reported 

feeling scared in his at-start drawing but indicated he no longer felt scared at school in his 

‘now’ drawing (Figure 9).   

 

Figure 9.  This child indicated it was a happy, sunny day on the first day at school but he felt scared, but 

was not scared ‘now’.  Male child, aged 5 years 9 months, poststart drawing. 

 

In the poststart drawing activity, another child drew herself as happy on the first day at 

school and now, but explained she felt happier on her first day than she does now (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10.Child indicated that she was happier on her first day than she was now.  Female child, aged 5 

years 2 months, poststart drawing. 

 

Children used their drawings as a way to indicate how they felt at each of the time 

points: prior to starting school, at the start of school, and as they continued at school.  Children 

were able to clearly articulate links between elements in their drawings and the feelings they 

experienced as they managed the transition and adjusted to school. 

12.1.3 People 

Children often incorporated people – themselves and others – in their drawings.  

People were described as family, friends, mum, bullies, self and teacher.  In the prestart period, 

43 (75%) children described people in their drawings.  Mostly, they located themselves in the 

drawing (38 children, 67%).  When children’s drawings included other people these were coded 

according to children’s labelling.  For example, some children identified ‘mum’ specifically, 

while others made reference to family.  In prestart drawings, children included family 

members, including their mother (five children, 9%), father, siblings, or a relative (seven 

children, 12%), or a friend (6 children, 11%). 
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At school start, 48 children (84%) included people in their drawings.  The most 

commonly drawn figure was the ‘self’, with 46 children (81%) drawing themselves on their first 

day at school as requested.  The next most commonly drawn people were family (10 children, 

18%) or friends (10 children, 18%) (Figure 11).  Eight children (14%) indicated their mother in 

their drawings.  In poststart drawings, 36 children (43%) drew themselves, eight (14%) drew 

friends and a small number of children included their mother (two children, 4%), family (two 

children, 4%) and a teacher (two children, 5%) in their drawings.  An example of a child’s 

drawing showing his friends at school is provided in Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Child shown alone on the first day and now with his friends at school.  Male child, aged 5 

years 5 months, poststart drawing. 

 

Children also drew their friends engaged in activities together.  Figure 12 shows the 

focus child and a friend building a castle on her first day and, later, her friends and her skipping 

together, an activity they enjoyed during lunchtime. 
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Figure 12.  Child building with a friend on the first day and now skipping with her friends at school.  

Female child, aged 6 years, poststart drawing. 

 

Children incorporated other people in their drawings possibly as a means of 

demonstrating the changing roles these people played as children made the transition to 

school.  The initial focus on members of the family, their mother, and friends at the start of 

school, shifted over time with more focus on friends and less emphasis on family and their 

mother in poststart drawings. 

12.1.4 Personal elements  

Personal elements included in drawings were coded according to six subcategories: 

age, attire, ideas about school, pets, physical features of self, and toys.  At prestart, 17 children 

(30%) included personal elements of their drawings.  An example is included in Figure 13. 
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Figure 13.  Child indicated that his hair was spiked for school.  Male child, aged 5 years 4 months, 

prestart drawing. 

 

The most prevalent subcategories for personal elements were children’s physical 

features (7 children, 12%) such as children describing how they would have their hair for school 

(Figure 13) or depicting an exaggerated physical feature such as large ‘listening ears’ they 

would need at school.  Some children also talked about their attire (6 children, 11%).  At start, 

the most frequently mentioned personal element was toys (4 children, 7%), with children 

incorporating toys into their drawings by wearing or carrying them to school.  In poststart 

drawings, the most frequently mentioned personal element was age (6 children, 11%). 

The differing ways in which personal elements were incorporated into children’s 

drawing supports the personal nature of the transition to school and highlights the aspects of 
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the transition important for different children.  Some children emphasised aspects of school 

rules by having their hair done for school, and ensuring they had their listening ears when they 

went to school.  The children in this study did not emphasise their school uniform in their 

drawings.  Perhaps this is more important for schools and parents than children, although a 

few children spoke about their uniform in their interview.  After school start more children 

emphasised their age, suggesting that this became important to some children once they 

started school. 

12.1.5 Other Elements of Children’s Drawings 

Holliday et al.  (2009) described six features utilised by children to express meanings in 

drawings: facial expressions; accentuation of body features such as the mouth or ears; 

portrayal of talking/listening; use of colours; the addition and choice of others in the drawing; 

and the sense of self.  These elements were used by some of the children in the Starting School 

Study to convey their meaning of their experiences of transition to school.  In addition, Furth 

(2002) has highlighted the importance of comparing the size and proportions of drawn objects 

and people in respect to the child.  Children may draw themselves smaller if they consider 

themselves less important or less valued (Holliday et al., 2009).  This aspect of children’s 

drawings was discussed with children with some affirming that they had drawn themselves 

smaller in comparison to others in their drawing because they were smaller in stature. When 

asked why he had drawn himself smaller than his father one child stated "I'm just a kid."  

Children also referred to being small because they were the youngest in their family.  The 

importance of consulting children to verify adult interpretations is fundamental to meaningful 

and accurate interpretation of their drawings. 
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In this study, children’s narratives were used to interpret the meaning of their 

drawings, and to understand their use of elements, including the size and proportion of objects 

and people.  Discussing the drawings with children highlighted the features they used to 

convey their experiences and the personal meaning of the elements they drew.   

Children expressed their growing awareness of the buildings and physical layout of the school 

by the addition of school buildings and features in their poststart drawings.  They mapped 

areas of the school that were important to them such as their classroom, the playground and 

other aspects such as pathways and entrances.  Children’s drawings can show their developing 

knowledge, understanding and experiences of school.  One drawing by a five-year-old male 

child (Figure 14) provides an example. 

 

The child has drawn himself standing alone on the first day, holding his school bag.  In 

the ‘now’ drawing he added details of specific areas of the school such as the entrance to the 

Figure 14. Child’s growing knowledge and awareness of school context from start of school to present time. Male 
Child, aged 5 years, 3 months, poststart drawing. 
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school and the classroom, where he is writing at the desk.  The yellow building is a house with 

a rabbit inside, which he saw when “we went on an excursion to the farm”. 

Children’s drawings also related their emotions.  Children spoke about being happy in 

their drawings, with feelings of happiness reported increasingly in children’s representations in 

the poststart period compared to earlier drawings.  Happiness was reflected in children’s use of 

bright, strong colours in drawings and through features such as flowers and rainbows.  

Researchers have shown children’s use of black or brown for negative topics or tasks, primary 

colours for baseline or neutral topics, and primary and secondary colours, children’s colours of 

choice, for pleasant things (Burkitt, Barrett, & Davis, 2003; Burkitt & Newell, 2005). 

Children in this study linked their use of bright colours with happiness and liking 

school.  Figure 15 demonstrates a child’s use of colour to show her feelings for her teacher.  

Figure 15. Use of colour by child in her drawing. The bright colours and matching outfits show the close 
relationship child has with her teacher, which started from the first day of school. Female Child, aged 5 
years, 3 months, poststart drawing. 
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On the first day the child was happy with her teacher, who helped her find her seat in 

the classroom.  This child took great care in drawing very colourful, matching clothing for 

herself and her teacher.  The child referred to the dress as her “rainbow dress” which was her 

favourite colours.  She referred to her teacher also wearing the same dress as her but “bigger”.  

In reference to her teacher the child said, “I like her. I love her. I like her clothes, too, what she 

wears.”  Children’s drawings have been used successfully to verify their feelings toward their 

teachers (Harrison, Clarke & Ungerer, 2007).  In addition, this child used the same bright 

colours in her ‘now’ drawing of the classroom, to represent her present happiness at school. 

Another child described her feelings on her first day in her representation (Figure 16).  

This child described herself as “a little bit happy” on her first day, symbolised in her one highly 

coloured stocking.  However, in her ‘now’ drawing she displayed her happiness by surrounding 

herself with a brilliantly coloured classroom as she stated "the colours are how I feel about 

school".  The strong use of primary and secondary colours utilised in this child’s drawings and 

Figure 16. Child’s explained the use of bright colours to display her happiness in the school and 
classroom context. Female child, aged 6 years, 1 month, poststart drawing. 
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her comments indicating why she had used these, signified school as a pleasant and happy 

place.  

In contrast to these happy images, children used colour and the addition of other people in 

drawings as a powerful way to express negative experiences in the school context.  In Figure 

17, the child has drawn several figures in both his drawings depicting children he referred to as 

‘bullies’. 

 

Close inspection of the drawing of his first day reveals three small faint figures standing 

together to the left of the main group.  These three figures are the child and his two friends, 

children he had met and befriended on orientation day.  The red figures were described by the 

child as the “bullies” at school.  The child used the larger and darker figures to depict the 

bullies and the lighter smaller figures to represent himself and his friends.  The child stated he 

was scared of the bullies but did not link this to the colours used. 

Figure 17. Child experiencing social difficulties in the school context depicts the bullies on his first day 
and the improvement of the situation over time. Male child, aged 6 years, 7 months, poststart drawing. 
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The colour red has been shown to be associated with anger (Zentner, 2001).  The child 

drew the bullies slightly larger than his friends and himself on the first day of school.  However, 

when the child talked about his ‘now’ drawing he reported that the children in pink were the 

bullies, that were now friends, and the ‘bullies’ were still drawn in red but were drawn much 

smaller than his friends and himself, and were ‘now’ fewer in number.  Drawings, like this one, 

show the progress the child has made in working through the social issues he faced in the 

context of school.  These images were discussed with the parent, with the child’s permission.  

The parent had been unaware that the child continued to experience some difficulties with the 

older children that he described as bullies.   This parent sought further support from the school 

staff to assist the child in resolving this problem.   

Children also expressed their feelings and emotions about school by using facial 

expressions in their drawings.  While most children used a happy or smiling face in their 

drawings this child clearly displayed contrasting emotions about school (Figure 18). 

 

Figure 18. Child’s feelings at school on the first day and now.  Female, Aged: 5 years 11 months, 
poststart drawing. 
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This child showed her happiness on her first day by her smiling face stating she was 

“happy to go” to school but the ‘now’ image shows her with a sad face and crying as she is no 

longer feeling happy in the school context, “Don’t like school, not now, here”.  While this 

drawing has only a few elements it is a powerful depiction of the child’s emotions about 

school. 

In his drawing in Figure 19, this child demonstrated the need to have “listening ears” 

when starting at school. 

 

This child had received an award for his listening skills on the first day at school.  

However, there is no need for “listening ears” in the ‘now’ drawing. When asked about the 

absence of this feature he explained, “Don’t need them. Know where to go. Know what to do.’ 

This indicated that the child had to listen at first to learn about aspects of school but that his 

knowledge had improved now and he was more confident that he knew where to go and what 

to do at school.   

Figure 19. Child shows his big “listening ears” that were needed when he started school but not later. 
Male child, aged 4 years, 11 months, poststart drawing. 
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The final drawing in this series (Figure 20) depicts the child’s sense of self.   

On the first day at school the child’s family attended school with her.  “This is me. This 

is my baby. This is my mum. This is dad. And this is my sister and my other sister.”  In the ‘now’ 

image she is at school happily reading by herself in the classroom.  The child indicated that she 

does not need her family to bring her to school now because, “I go by myself.” “Mum doesn't 

come to walk me in. She has the baby.” This image reflects the child’s growing sense of 

confidence in herself and her ability to manage separation from her family.  Again the use of 

smiling faces indicates the happy emotions that were experienced at the start of school and 

how the child is feeling now.  While no standardised measure was used to determine children’s 

sense of self, two children portrayed their ‘self’ similarly on the first day and ‘now’ in their 

drawings.  The child in Figure 16 expressed a strong sense of who she was and where she fitted 

in her family.  In addition, the other child (Figure 20) also depicted herself similarly in both 

drawings and spoke about being able to stand up to her friends and do the things she wanted 

to do at school which suggests a strong personality and sense of self 

Figure 20. Child’s development of a sense of self. Female, Aged: 5 years 2 months. 
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12.2 Summary and discussion of drawing results. 

In their initial drawings, children focused on the classroom, school environment and 

what they needed for school.  At school start, the school environment and the classroom were 

the focus in drawings.  Once in the school context, children identified the classroom and the 

playground as the most important building and contextual elements in their drawings.  These 

changes show a progression in children’s perceptions of what areas are important to them in 

the school context, as well as their growing familiarity with school.  The initial emphasis was 

the whole school context incorporating the buildings, the classroom and what was wanted or 

necessary to bring to school.  At start, children focused on the classroom and the school 

buildings as they made sense of this context and learnt their way around.  By the time poststart 

interviews took place, children were more accustomed and knowledgeable of the school 

context and emphasised the two areas that were most important to them, and where they 

spent most of their time: the classroom and the playground.  Children used elements in their 

drawings to reflect their feelings and the changing role people played in their lives as they 

moved from home to school.  There was less focus on family members in poststart drawings as 

friends became an important means of support at school. 

Children’s drawings and narratives were used as a means of understanding children’s 

ideas and feelings about school and documenting these changes over time.  Research has 

shown that young children are competent and capable of reporting their ideas and opinions, 

especially about subjects and activities that are important to them (Cremin & Slatter, 2004; 

Dockett & Perry, 2003, 2007d).  The drawings in this study provided opportunities for children 

to share their meanings about issues that were important to them as they started school.  

Aspects highlighted by children were categorised under four main areas: buildings and 
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contextual items; feelings; people; and personal elements.  Analysis of these elements 

contributed to understandings of how these children experienced the transition to school. 

Children’s perspectives of what was important during the transition to school differed 

from their parents’ perspectives.  However, it is important to note that not all children feel 

comfortable drawing, or wish to share their drawings with others (Einarsdóttir, Dockett & 

Perry, 2009).  One child in this study expressed her disappointment in her drawing skills, stating 

she was not good at drawing, and another child scribbled out parts of the drawing and redid 

them, commenting that they were ‘not right’.  One child initially did not want to draw at all.  

This child was happy to participate in the discussion about her experiences of school.  

However, during the interview she asked if she could use the textas to draw a picture of her 

first day at school.  This child needed time to feel comfortable sharing her ideas through 

drawing.  It is important to consider the ways children participate in research so all children’s 

experiences can be ‘heard’.  It is also essential that children are given time and choices to 

decide how they would like to convey their ideas and knowledge about what is important to 

them. 

12.2.1 Categories in children’s drawings 

Comparisons of children’s narratives and explanations of their drawings were explored 

across the groups of IC and CC.  The results are presented in Table 12-2.   
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Table 12-2.  Categories for children’s drawings and narratives (nCC=30; nIC= 27) 

Category and subcategories  
Pre start At Start Poststart 

CC* % nCC IC* % nIC CC* % nCC IC* % nIC CC* % nCC IC* % nIC 

Buildings and contextual items 17 57 12 44 20 67 12 44 27 90 12 44 

Classroom 9 30 2 7 7 23 3 11 12 40 5 19 

Equipment at school 1 3 1 4 3 11 0 0 3 10 0 0 

Home 1 3 1 4 1 3 1 4 0 0 1 4 

Letters/symbol & copied writing 2 7 4 15 3 10 0 0 3 10 3 11 

Listening 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 7 0 0 0 0 

Playground 1 3 1 4 2 7 2 7 8 27 4 15 

Playing 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 10 0 0 

School Environment 7 23 4 15 8 27 2 7 6 20 3 11 

Things we bring or wear to school 7 23 1 4 2 7 2 7 5 17 2 7 

Working at desk or computer 0 0 0 0 2 7 1 4 3 10 1 4 

Feelings 2 7 3 11 12 40 7 26 9 30 9 33 

Flowers, rainbows, sun 2 7 1 4 5 17 2 7 3 10 5 19 

Happy 0 0 1 4 7 23 5 19 5 17 4 15 

Idea of what school is like 1 3 3 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 7 

Sad about school 0 0 0 0 1 3 0 0 1 3 0 0 

Scared 0 0 0 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Category and subcategories  
Pre start At Start Poststart 

CC* % nCC IC* % nIC CC* % nCC IC* % nIC CC* % nCC IC* % nIC 

People 27 90 16 59 26 87 24 89 21 70 18 67 

Bullies 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 0 0 1 4 

Family 4 13 3 11 3 10 7 26 0 0 2 7 

Friends 4 13 2 7 6 20 5 19 5 17 3 11 

Mum 3 10 2 7 1 3 7 26 0 0 2 7 

Self 23 77 15 56 26 87 24 89 20 67 16 59 

Teacher 2 7 0 0 2 7 2 7 3 10 0 0 

Personal 9 30 8 30 5 17 4 15 10 33 3 11 

Age 1 3 0 0 0 0 1 4 6 20 0 0 

Attire 4 13 2 7 2 7 0 0 2 7 0 0 

Dressed in school uniform 3 10 1 4 0 0 0 0 2 7 0 0 

Dressed in street wear 1 3 1 4 2 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Pets 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Physical features 3 10 4 15 0 0 1 4 0 0 1 4 

Toys 0 0 1 4 3 10 2 7 2 7 2 7 

*Number of children referring to items in each sub/category
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12.2.1.1 Buildings and contextual items 

In prestart drawings, the subcategories of buildings and contextual items recording the 

highest responses for CC were the classroom (nine CC, 30%); the school environment (seven 

CC, 23%) and things children wore or brought to school (seven CC, 23%).  In contrast, the 

subcategories recording the highest responses for IC in their drawings were writing letters, 

symbols or copying writing (four IC, 15%) and the school environment (four IC, 15%,).  At school 

start, the main items for CC were the school environment (eight CC, 27%) and the classroom 

(seven CC, 23%).  IC referred to the classroom (three IC, 11%) and several subcategories: 

listening; playground; school environment; and things we bring or wear to school mentioned 

equally (two IC, 7%).  In the poststart drawings, the two main categories included were the 

classroom (12 CC, 40%; five IC, 19%) and the playground (eight CC, 27%; four IC, 15%). 

12.2.1.2 People 

In the prestart period, 23 CC (67%) and 15 IC (56%) depicted themselves in their 

drawings of what they thought it would be like going to school.  Children included family (four 

CC, 13%; three IC, 11%), friends (four CC, 13%; two IC, 7%) and, specifically, their mother (three 

CC, 10%; two IC, 7%). 

At school start, the number of children including themselves in their drawings 

increased with 26 CC (87%) and 24 IC (89%) drawing themselves on their first day at school, in 

response to the prompt ‘My first day’.  The next most frequently depicted persons by CC were 

friends (six CC, 20%) and then family (three CC, 10%).  On the other hand, IC drew family (seven 

IC, 26%) and mum (seven IC, 26%). 
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In poststart drawings, the ‘self’ was drawn by 20 CC (67%) and 16 IC (59%), while five 

CC (17%) and four IC (15%) included a friend in their drawing.  Two IC (7%) drew members of 

their family and their mother but did not draw the teacher.  In contrast, three CC (10%) 

included the teacher but did not include family members in their poststart drawings. 

12.2.1.3 Personal elements  

Children also included personal elements in their drawings.  These were categorised in 

five subcategories relating to age, attire, pets, physical features of self and toys. 

In summary, children’s drawings provided a deeper understanding of children’s 

knowledge and perceptions of their experience of the transition to school.  The drawings 

demonstrated many of the elements identified by children in their interviews as being 

important to them at school.  Drawings also reflected the changes that occurred during the 

transition in children’s knowledge and feelings about school.  The focus on particular elements 

at specific times over the period of transition to school, such as buildings and context in the 

prestart period, family and friends at start, and friends and the classroom and playground after 

starting school show the changes that occur for children as they demonstrated greater 

familiarity with, and comfort in, school. 

12.3 Summary and Discussion of Children’s Responses 

12.3.1 Children’s perspectives of transition 

Children expressed their views on several aspects of their transition to school, noting 

particularly the activities, relationships and aspects of school system that were important for 

them.  The following sections discuss children’s perspectives of their transition to school. 
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12.3.1.1 Expectations of school. 

Children’s expectations of school covered three areas: the curriculum; social aspects of 

school; and practical aspects of school.  Similar findings have been discussed by Margetts 

(2006) who reported the importance of children’s social, affective and learning competencies 

as they started school.  In relation to curriculum, children expected to work, and to learn, and 

to write, read, and know their numbers and letters.  Children also had expectations about the 

social aspects of school, suggesting that school would be fun, and expecting that they would be 

able to play.  They anticipated being with friends; some children indicated they were starting 

school with friends, while others anticipated making new friends.  Several children expected 

the organisation of school to be similar to that of their PTSS, with mat time, news time and 

time to eat.  Children also expected to wear a school uniform.  The idea of having homework 

was also anticipated, although not with the same enthusiasm by all children.  Some children 

mentioned school rules, such as having to wear a hat on the playground, not crossing the road 

without a parent and not hurting other children or playing roughly.  These organisational 

aspects have been highlighted as important to children in adjusting to school (Dockett & Perry, 

1999; Margetts, 2006). 

In this study, children’s expectations of play and routines of school reflected those of 

PTSS reflecting their experiences rather than of school. This presented a mismatch between 

expectations and what occurred when children started at school.  Mismatches can make 

children uncomfortable, and children may require support from teachers, parents and other 

children until they feel “suitable”, and “successfully negotiate the daily challenges of 

kindergarten life, including both social (peer related) and academic (content related) 
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challenges” (Broström, 2000, p. 1). Some of the children in this study expressed this uneasiness 

with school until they had adjusted to the changes. 

12.3.1.2 School and Prior to school settings  

Children described their ideas and feelings about school compared with their prior-to-

school settings.  In their prestart interviews, children who had spent time at school or had 

siblings at school, indicated greater awareness of the physical context and expectations of 

school, than children who did not have access to these sources of information.  In poststart 

interviews, the number of children who reported that school and PTSS were the same dropped 

considerably, most likely reflecting children’s growing knowledge and experience of school.  

Children were more aware of the differences in the two contexts after they had spent time in 

both.  Children reported that school differed from PTSS in physical aspects such as having 

different activities, having a canteen and a bell, and having larger buildings and playground 

spaces.  In addition, they identified differences in the relational aspects of the settings, 

mentioning missing the close relationship with their PTSS teacher and the additional number of 

teachers they had in their PTSS.  Most children stated that they liked school better than 

preschool, indicating that they were coping with the changes and the move into school and 

enjoyed being there.  Yet several children missed aspects of their PTSS, such as being able to 

play more and undertake activities such as painting and playing in the sandpit, that were not as 

readily available at school. 

Several studies have highlighted differences in activities between PTSS and school, with 

a greater focus on play and child centred activities in PTSS (Broström, 2002; Fabian & Dunlop, 

2002; Griebel & Niesel, 2002; Margetts, 2002).  Ceglowski and Bacigalupa (2007), and 
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Einarsdóttir (2005) established that playing with friends was a preferred activity for children.  

In this study, it was apparent that children, even though they liked school, missed the 

opportunities they had to play in PTSS. 

Continuity in “learning, relationship-building and support systems” can promote a 

successful transition to school (Centre for Community Child Health (CCCH), 2008, p. 2).  

Transition and orientation programs are one means schools employ to establish connections 

with families and children before they start school.  These programs can be used to exchange 

information that can assist families and children to adjust to the opportunities and challenges 

of school, and to establish understandings between their home and school setting.  The 

underpinnings of such programs can be found in rites of passage theory and in the notion of 

priming events, where children cross a threshold into the new context and accommodate the 

old with new ways of doing and thinking; while continuity can be important, discontinuities 

between PTSS and school also offer opportunities for learning for families and children 

(Dockett & Perry, 2009; Margetts, 2002; Yeboah, 2002). 

At the time of the prestart interviews, some of the children in this study had not 

attended their orientation to school programs and only a small number had visited the school, 

usually to enrol or pick up a sibling.  Interviews after children started school, revealed that 

some children had missed their orientation days altogether, due to illness, and some confusion 

or lack of communication about session dates.  In addition, parents described some orientation 

programs as brief information days, limited in providing time and opportunities for children at 

the school.  It would seem reasonable that programs that provide greater time also provide 

greater opportunities for children to investigate and learn about the school context and adjust 
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to classroom expectations.  “By ensuring aspects of the learning environment and the daily 

routine are familiar, children are likely to become confident and have a sense of control over 

their lives” (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007, p. 22), and make a better adjustment to school.  It is 

important that school staff, in consultation with children and their families, design and 

evaluate transition programs utilised in their school to ensure they are effective for all children 

and families.  Following up with parents and children to evaluate and adjust transition to 

school and orientation programs is one way schools can help to meet the needs of all children 

and families (Dockett & Perry, 2007c). 

12.3.1.3 What children need to be ready to start school  

In this study, children were asked to consider what they thought they needed when 

starting school.  Most children indicated that new children did not need to know anything 

special to start school; they would learn what they needed once they were at school.  Research 

supports the idea that children learn through participation (Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-

Chavez, & Angelillo, 2003) with many of the skills needed for school success, such as the social 

skills of working, interacting and co-operating with other children and adults, developed 

through participation in that context (King & Boardman, 2006).  Children also mentioned 

reaching the age of five years as important in being able to start school.  This is a view also 

supported by some of the parents in this study.  However, while the only criterion required for 

children to start school in Australia is a chronological one, it is now widely accepted in research 

that age alone is not the best indicator of children’s readiness for school and later achievement 

(Dockett & Perry, 2002a; Frey, 2005; March, 2005; Wesley & Buysse, 2003).   
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Children also believed they were ready to start school when they were told so by a 

parent, usually their mother.  It seemed that children did not fully understand what aspects 

made them ready to start school.  Perhaps this should be expected in that children had not had 

a great deal of first-hand experience about school or about what was needed in order to 

manage school.  However, being told by their parent they were ready influenced how children 

thought about themselves and about school reflecting the powerful role parents have in 

supporting their children’s successful start to school. 

Children identified what assisted them when they started school.  Knowing where to 

go, particularly where the classroom and toilets were located was important.  In addition, 

knowing the school rules was important, especially if children were to avoid getting into 

trouble.  Dockett and Perry (1999) and Margetts (2006) refer to children’s knowledge of rules 

and expectations of behaviour in school as important to their social and emotional adjustment, 

sense of safety, and wellbeing.  When children referred to breaking school rules they explained 

that sometimes the teacher would let them off with a warning because they were Kindergarten 

children and still learning the rules.  However, other children described their dislike of their 

name being displayed on a list referred to as the teacher’s ‘sad face’ or being sent to an area in 

the classroom for some time out from the other children or in some cases, to the principal’s 

office when their behaviour was unacceptable. 

Most children, at the time of the second interview, explained that knowing the school 

rules and expectations for behaviour were important for children, especially rules such as not 

talking when the teacher was talking, putting your hand up to answer or ask a question, and 

not hitting or hurting other children.  It is evident through the prestart and poststart responses 
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of children that they were made aware of the expectations and rules of school by talking with 

parents, as well as attending and participating in school.  Opportunities for children to 

experience school prior to officially starting school are examples of priming events (Corsaro, 

Molinari, Hadley, & Sugioka, 2003).  These events assisted families and children to understand 

what schools expected from children, to learn the school rules, and adjust socially and 

emotionally to school by establishing positive relationships with teachers, children and peers.  

However, for some children in this study these opportunities did not eventuate, either because 

children did not attend an orientation or transition program or because children were involved 

in programs that did not adequately meet their individual needs.  Responses from children and 

parents in this study indicated that transition programs needed to provide more than 

information to parents and children, they were also expected to offer opportunities to 

participate in school, helping children to feel socially and emotionally confident and exhibit 

some level of control over their new environment when they start school (Dockett & Perry, 

2006; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003). 

12.3.1.4 Children’s feelings about school  

Children’s feelings about school reflected their success in adjusting in school.  Parents 

also indicated their perception of children’s feelings about school.  According to Berk (2006) 

children’s actions are influenced by their emotional assessment of a situation.  Mirkhil (2010) 

believes a cyclical pattern becomes set whereby, children feel positive about school and 

become more involved in the school context, creating greater opportunities to further develop 

and learn which leads to further positive feelings about school.  Parents and teachers in 

Mirkhil’s study indicated that children’s happiness and their positive talk about school were 
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key signs of a successful transition to school (Mirkhil, 2010).  One of the aims for adult 

stakeholders, suggests Mirkhil, is to have children start school happy and excited.  Most of the 

children in the Starting School Study were positive about starting school and continued to 

remain happy and excited about being at school by the time of the second interview.  

However, there were a small number of children (nine CC, 30%; seven IC, 25.93%) who 

expressed negative feelings about school including nervousness and anxiety, not wanting to be 

at school or wanting to return to their PTSS.  These figures indicate that approximately one 

third of children involved in this study perceived themselves as experiencing some difficulties 

in transitioning to school.  Children’s negative emotions may impact on their learning and 

motivation to participate in school activities and their future experiences at school.  This links 

with the dislike children expressed with some of the activities at school. School disengagement 

has been shown to have detrimental effects on children’s achievement in school, high school 

retention rates, and success in later life (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Alexander, 

Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007).  Parent may need to raise their 

concerns with teachers, something which may be difficult for them to do if they have had poor 

school experiences as a child. Therefore it is important that teachers are proactive in 

recognising and acknowledging children who may express negative emotions about school and 

develop strategies for these children to develop a love of learning and re-engage with school. 

In addition teacher need to work in partnership with parents when children indicate they are 

not enjoying school or are experiencing difficulties to develop strategies that suit the individual 

child to manage these difficulties and provide positive outcomes for the child at school.   
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12.3.1.5 Responses to structured child interview 

There are several factors to consider when determining whether children have made a 

successful transition to school. It is important to consider their emotional adjustment reflected 

in the positive feelings and talk about aspects of school (Mirkhil, 2010). Children in this study 

answered ten specific questions about their behaviour and feelings at school (Appendix C). 

These questions mirrored those of the SDQ, which was completed by parents and teachers as 

part of the MECSH trial.  

The responses provided insights into how children think about, and function at, school.  

Most of the children stated that they did what the teacher asked of them and usually 

completed their work in class; most managing independently or with limited assistance.  Most 

children had started school without too many problems and by the end of the second term 

reported making friends, liking their teacher and coping with school work successfully.  

Children reported prosocial behaviour, in sharing with and helping other children.  Overall, 

most children were happy to be at school and were enjoying school. 

However, there were a small number of children who reported difficulties at school 

and were not enjoying school. Two children (4%) stated openly that they did not want to be at 

school.  One child expressed her sadness at leaving her mother.  While this may, at first, be 

interpreted as separation anxiety, the child later explained that she was concerned about her 

mother coping at home without her help in caring for her younger siblings.  This mother, a 

single parent, had “come a long way” in improving her life and that of her children but had 

instilled in her child a sense of responsibility in caring for her younger siblings which was 

impacting on her transition to school experience.  This meant the child had taken on a 
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“mothering” role to the other children in the family and believed her mother would have 

difficulty coping with the younger children without her there to help. Another child in her 

poststart interview mentioned her preference for her PTSS, because she was able to care for 

the babies there, something the teachers there had praised her for; or alternatively to stay at 

home where she helped to care for her younger siblings.  These children felt comfortable in 

their role as “helper” at home and in the preschool setting, and were experiencing some 

adjustment difficulties in changing their identity roles to be school children.  Understanding the 

roles children play in their families can also help school staff to understand their feelings and 

behaviours.  Children may need to be assured that adults will manage at home while they 

attend school and perhaps be given a similar responsibility of assisting a younger child in their 

class. 

Children’s happiness at school was highlighted in their responses.  Happiness at school 

was linked to playing, friends, or a combination of these two things, as well as receiving 

positive feedback from teachers, such as getting a teacher’s award or the teacher not getting 

angry in school.  This highlights the importance of friends and social interactions for children 

starting school (Dockett & Perry, 1999; 2005a; Margetts, 2002) and their impact on children’s 

happiness.  All children spoke about friends in poststart interviews and all but one child had 

established at least one close friendship since starting school, with most children naming two 

or three close friends.  Children who stated that they had started school with a friend had 

established new friendships with classmates.  Friendships have been identified as supportive to 

children’s success in the transition to school and linked to positive long term, educational 

outcomes (Ladd, 1990; Peters, 2003; Tomada, Schneider, de Domini, Greenman, & Fonzi, 
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2005).  The emphasis placed on relationships by children, and the links between these and 

their happiness at school, suggests that assisting children with relationship issues is one means 

of promoting a more positive transition to school. This may include teachers and school 

organising Kindergarten classes so that children start school with at least one friend in their 

class.  

Where conflicts in relationships were present, children felt negative emotions toward 

the people involved.  Children expressed negative emotions when teachers got angry with 

them or another child, usually due to uncooperative behaviour or breaking a school rule, and 

some form of discipline often followed.  Disciplinary methods involved children being sent to a 

time out area, or having their name put on the ‘sad face’ in the classroom.  Children expressed 

their dislike of these responses. It may well be that this was the desired outcome by teachers – 

if children disliked these responses, they should be less likely to engage in behaviours that 

provoked them, however, it is important that teachers consider how they act and react to 

children, especially when children’s behaviour is not appropriate in the school context.  

Teachers can foster supportive relationships that assist children’s social and emotional 

development.  The teacher-child relationship has been shown to impact on children’s 

behavioural adjustment to school (Baker, 2006; Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; 

Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2004) with conflict in relationships leading to poorer prosocial behaviours 

in children (O’Connor, Dearing, & Collins, 2011; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2010).  

Thus teachers are in a powerful position to support children’s emotional and behavioural 

adjustment.  One way teachers can foster their relationship with children is when dealing with 

conflicts between children’s behaviour and expectations of behaviour at school.  The ultimate 
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aim in addressing behavioural difficulties should be for the teacher-child relationship to remain 

positive and supportive.   

Children’s completion of class work highlighted other aspects of the teacher-child 

relationship. Most children stated that they finished class work independently or with some 

assistance from a peer or the teacher.  Children also indicated that they were happy to do class 

work, even when they thought it was boring, because they liked their teacher.  However, a 

small number of children indicated they had difficulty completing their school work, especially 

when working independently.  The impact on children’s self-esteem and identity as competent 

learners must be considered in these cases.  A cycle may result whereby children consider 

school work too hard and become disheartened and feel they are not “smart” and not capable.  

This can lead to further disengagement from their school work and eventually poor progress 

and lower academic achievement.  Vygotsky (1978) identified the need for children to be 

challenged and supported in their learning to be able to achieve at a higher cognitive level than 

they would be able to achieve by working independently.  Teachers need to build positive and 

supportive relationships with children in order to assess their abilities to complete tasks 

independently and to be able to provide challenges and support when needed.  The teacher-

child relationship has been shown to impact on children’s academic achievement and 

adjustment at school (Baker et al., 2008; Buyse et al., 2009; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). 

Children were also asked about ‘negative’ emotions they experienced at school.  

Specifically, they were asked if they felt angry at school and how they dealt with anger in the 

school context.  Almost one third of the children reported feeling angry at school at some time.  

The main reason for children feeling angry related to issues with other children or friends and 
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sometimes with class work.  Again conflicts in relationships were the main reasons children felt 

angry.  Anger is a normal human response in situations that are frustrating or hurtful but 

knowing how to deal with anger is important.  Some children identified the teacher as a source 

of support, but only when the child felt comfortable with their teacher.  Some children used 

avoidance as a means to deal with anger, moving away from the child upsetting them.  Some 

children reported difficulties in dealing with their anger, lashing out at other children, hurting 

them in some way, with the result that they were reprimanded by the teacher.  Adults close to 

these children must be vigilant by addressing the issues causing the child to feel angry and 

providing assistance to deal with this feeling in appropriate ways. 

Parent and teacher responses on the SDQ for the five children experiencing anger were 

compared to determine if conduct problems were noted by parents or teachers.  Three of the 

five children were not identified as having conduct problems by their class teachers.  However, 

parents rated four of these children’s behaviour as abnormal and one as borderline for conduct 

problems, according to the scale used to analyse the SDQ results. There are several reasons 

why differences in teacher, parent and child ratings may have occurred.  Children spoke about 

these problems occurring mainly on the playground rather than in the classroom.  Teachers 

may not have observed the child’s difficulties as frequently in the classroom because closer 

supervision by the teacher reduced the instances of behaviours that prompted angry 

outbursts.  In addition, children may feel more comfortable and display these behaviours to a 

greater level at home, than they do at school making these behaviours a problem for the 

parent but not the teacher.  Smith (2003) suggested the need to support children in the 

development of social and emotional skills, especially for dealing with situations that occur on 
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the playground.  The findings of the Starting School Study support the recommendations made 

by Smith to adopt better playground supervisory practices and lunchtime routines to provide 

children with a greater sense of wellbeing and competence.  In the case of the five children 

identified with difficulties managing their anger, providing additional playground supervision 

may create an environment that provides for all children’s safety and creates opportunities for 

teachers to intercede early.  This could reduce the frequency of incidents of inappropriate 

behaviours displayed by these children. 

Children’s responses about their feelings and behaviour are insightful and emphasise 

the need for children to be able to interact with others in the school context in positive ways.  

Relationships with the class teacher, other teachers and with classmates, peers and older 

children were fundamental for children to be happy at school and to support their successful 

transition to school. 

12.4 Schlossberg’s Theory and Children’s Drawings and Responses 

Elements and categories in children’s drawings were interpreted using Schlossberg’s 

theory as a framework.  The stages of transition: “moving in”, “moving on” and “moving 

through” (Goodman et al., 2006) are evidenced in children use of elements in their drawings.   

For example, as children were moving in to the transition elements in their drawings 

reflected their experiences of home and PTSS with some children drawing themselves at their 

PTSS or home.  Once children started school, and began moving on, they were learning about 

and adjusting to the environment, the roles and expectations of school; and were forming 

relationships with friends and their teacher.  In the transition to school children showed they 

were moving on by referring to the school routines and rules as providing a structure to what 



346 

 

 

they were expected to do and know in the school context. However, children were still 

acquiring some of this knowledge and sometimes expressed not being sure about some aspect, 

for example, about what would happen if they broke a rule.  Elements in drawings of the first 

day of school reflected this development with some children depicting themselves with family 

members in the school context linking both contexts, while others drew themselves in the 

classroom and/or with friends or their teacher.  Children also spoke about adjusting to their 

new role as a school child when referring to aspects of school including “wearing a uniform”, 

“having listening ears” and talking about the physical environment and people at school with 

ownership, such as referring to  “my classroom” and “my teacher”.  These elements in 

children’s drawings and comments also established the social links children were developing in 

the school context with friends, teachers and other school staff.  

The final drawing of children ‘now’ reflected children moving through the transition 

where children drew aspects of the school and talked confidently about the rules and 

consequences of breaking rules.  They showed they were knowledgeable about school by 

knowing the school layout and the rules of school better than on their first day.  They also drew 

aspects that reflected their role as a school child, along with recognising the responsibilities 

and expectations of that role such as following the school rules or sitting at a desk or computer 

to work.  Children spoke about sitting and working, not upsetting the teacher and knowing 

what they had to do and where they had to be. These were all evidence of children moving on 

in the transition to school and feeling comfortable in the role of school child. Not all children 

however, move through the stages at the same pace and this was evidenced in children’s 

drawings where children used different elements at the interview time points. 
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Children also referred to aspects of the four S’s in Schlossberg’s theory: self, situation, 

support and strategies, which have been represented in a model (Figure 21). 

 

Figure 21. Schlossberg’s theory applied to the transition to school for children showing the interactions 
of self, support, situation and strategies in the transition process. (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5) 
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In terms of the self, children noted changes that occurred when they started at school 

which altered the perception they held of themselves.  Children referred to themselves as 

being “bigger” or older, and saw being five as an important milestone and a sign they were 

ready for school.  At school, children gained confidence and knowledge and began to see 

themselves as capable of learning to read, write and count to larger numbers than they 

previously had been able to in PTSS.  For some children, however, school work was hard and 

they expressed that they were not able to do some things at school well.  At this time these 

children were still enjoying the social aspects of school but there are early signs that they may 

potentially disengage from school if the situation does not improve. 

The situation for children was initiated by them approaching an age which meant they 

were eligible for school.  The decision to start school, while based on the child’s age and other 

traits, characteristics and behaviours, was not one the child was involved in.  However, once 

the decision was made the focus became making sure everything was ready for the child to 

start school. 

Support varied as children moved through the stages of transition.  Initially children 

relied on family to provide the support they needed to prepare for school. As they were 

moving in to the transition to school children referred to the teacher as someone who 

provided support for them by helping them to learn about school including learning the school 

rules, the layout of the school, and the expectations in the classroom.  The teacher was also 

identified as the person who helped children if things were not going well, with children 

responding to difficulties by stating, “I tell the teacher.”  Friends were identified as a support to 
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children, especially on the first day with friends form PTSS and orientation/transition programs 

being particularly important.  Older children also were a source of support and children relied 

on an older “buddy” initially at school to manage some aspects such as using the canteen.  As 

children were moving on, friendship groups changed as children developed new friends.  In the 

moving through stage, friends became the main source of support for children at school, 

although the teacher was still utilised, it was mainly when children needed adult assistance 

with activities in the classroom or to resolve a difficulty on the playground.  Children developed 

a group of close friends that they interacted with for playing, eating and sometimes working 

together in the classroom.  They also shared with their friends and relied on them for help if 

there were issues at school.  Parents in this stage were a support the child utilised for 

homework, although older siblings played a role in this as well. 

Strategies children used to manage the changes that were occurring over the transition 

were seeking information although sometimes children were provided with the information 

rather than seeking it themselves.  However, information about the school layout, rules and 

routines was very important for children and they became stressed when they forgot to follow 

a rule or got lost in the school environment.  Children used other strategies when coping with 

aspects of the transition or when taking advantage of the opportunities it provided. Direct 

action was often taken when children, for example, asked for help when they did not know 

where to go.  Children sometimes withdrew or avoided situations in the school, especially 

when other children were not following school rules properly.  Children also withdrew when 

other children were not playing or sharing with them.  Children used psychological strategies 

such as daydreaming, when they were bored in class. 
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The interaction of the self, situation, supports and strategies in the process of 

transition to school of children portrayed in Schlossberg’s theory assists in understanding the 

personal journey that transition to school can be for children.  Overall, Schlossberg’s theory 

provided a useful framework for understanding the process of transition and children’s agency 

in that process. 
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13 Reflections  

13.1.1 Research aims and questions. 

This study investigated the experiences of transition to school for families and children 

living in disadvantage.  An aim of the study was to highlight the supports and hindrances for 

these families in the process of transition.  Several factors have been indicated by parents and 

children as supportive of them in the transition to school.  Factors included effective 

communication, positive relationships and specific programs.  The overall experiences of 

starting school for most families and children on this study have been positive.  However there 

are some families and children that have experienced difficulties in the transition to school. 

Parents’ perceptions of aspects that were important when starting a child at school 

changed as parents interacted with other parents and teachers at school.  Initially parents 

focused on preparing the child for school, through providing experiences and activities, 

including enrolling the child, discussing aspects of school with the child, attending an 

orientation programs with the child and incorporating activities at home that reflected school 

activities.  Parents and children focused on different aspects of, and placed different levels of 

importance on school readiness.  Differences existed in their focus on aspects of readiness; 

children viewed age and being told they were ready for school as indicators of being ready to 

start school, while parents saw age as only one indicator, with academic, social-emotional and 

behavioural aspects of readiness as important when starting a child at school.  As children 

started school parents experienced feelings that reflected the child’s, including excitement and 

happiness, as well as worry and nervousness.  Many aspects that parents were concerned 

about when starting a child at school were resolved by the end of the second term at school.  
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Sometimes issues were resolved quickly, while others were continuing to be managed or 

accepted as remaining without satisfactory resolution. 

Several changes occurred in parents’ perceptions of starting a child at school at this 

time which were reflected in the advice they offered to a parent starting a child at school in 

their top tip, and in the changing focus of what was important once children had started at 

school.  Parents often realised that many things that concerned them before the child started 

at school were not aspects about which they should worry.  Trends existed in the data when 

comparing the intervention and comparison groups in some aspects of the transition, including 

the focus on establishing and building relationships at school and aspirations for children.  The 

inclusion of the SDQ data from the MECSH trial helped to provide an indication of parents and 

teachers perceptions of children’s emotions, behaviours and relationships.  However, the data 

are inconclusive in supporting the impact of the MECSH intervention at the time of transition 

to school. 

Overall, mainly similarities existed between the experiences of the intervention and 

comparison families and children in the transition to school.  These similarities also 

represented qualitative differences within groups, both intervention and comparison, 

highlighting the individual nature of experiences of transition to school for families and 

children.  While disadvantage was a factor in the lives of these families and children, at the 

time of transition to school the focus on the school child and other aspects of starting the child 

at school may have overshadowed the life circumstances of these families.  The similarities in 

experiences of the families and children in the transition to school could be an indication that 

in times of stress families may operate differently and focus on the major events more so than 
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their everyday life circumstances, perhaps as a way of having some control.  That is, the 

transition to school became a focus of family life that overshadowed other situations occurring 

in the household, and perhaps were a source of action and problem solving for families when 

they felt they were unable to resolve or manage bigger issues. 

13.1.2 Impact of Home visiting intervention  

One aim of the Starting School Study was to investigate whether or not the MECSH 

intervention had any impact for participating families and children in their experiences of 

transition to school.  The study investigated several areas and factors which parents and 

children identified as important in the transitional experience and compared responses for 

both intervention and comparison families.  The results indicate that while trends exist in some 

areas in the data, including parents’ aspirational goals for their children there seem to be no 

differences between the intervention and comparison families in any of the other dimensions 

explored at the time of transition to school.  This was to be expected as the intervention 

occurred in the early years of the child’s life with no additional supports provided once the 

child reached the age of two years.  The intervention was also focused on parental behaviours, 

particularly those of mothers, rather than on a direct intervention with children.  Ongoing 

supports may need to be provided to intervention families living in disadvantage if initial gains 

are to be sustained.  This may be particularly relevant at the time of transition to school 

because of the many factors that interplay at this time to influence how the transition 

progresses.  There are some indications that the intervention may potentially impact later in 

the lives of the families and children as IP seemed better able to advocate for their children in 

school by approaching the teacher and had formed pathways to see their aspirations for their 
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children become a reality. Unfortunately no further follow up of these families is scheduled to 

assess the impact of the intervention later in the child’s life.  

Evidence suggests that an intervention that aims to make changes to parenting will not 

always filter through and impact on or make changes for the child (Bakersmans-Kraneburg, van 

Ijzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003).  The MECSH intervention was administered in the first two years of 

the child’s life, with no additional supports or programs offered once the intervention was 

completed.  Other aspects of family life can impact to prevent any follow on effect from 

parenting interventions (Whiteside-Mansell et al., 2009).  Family systems are complex and the 

theory of transition supports the notion that many factors are likely to impact on family life 

and children at the time of transition to school.  The families on this study were mainly focused 

on the things they were doing in the lead up to school, and their progress in the school, not on 

aspects of their everyday lives. 

However, there were many other things occurring in the lives of these families at this 

time, which they may or may not have perceived as impacting on the school transition.  Some 

moved house, had relationships issues, or had relatives move in with them.  These things 

created additional stressors for families, but possibly were not thought by parents to relate to 

starting school.  In relation to school, parents mentioned managing the school drop off and 

pick up; along with normal family routines meant they had to make changes to accommodate 

both.  Some parents mentioned that starting the child at school would change their 

employment hours or they would have to stop work, and the impact of these changes was not 

raised by parents in the second interview.  When they referred to their financial situation, 

some parents mentioned their situation might improve once the child started school, as they 
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did not have to pay for PTSS, but in follow up interviews the added expenses of uniforms, 

equipment and excursions was raised rather than improvements. 

Most families viewed the start of school as a positive event that they had some control 

over and could manage, and the focus of family life became preparing and starting the child at 

school.  The additional stress that starting school created was evident in some families when 

issues arose for children and parents, with parents expressing their frustration, but also their 

confusion about the best way to deal with these issues, especially where attempts to work 

with teachers seemed to be getting nowhere.  However, for most families there was a sense of 

accomplishment that they had managed the start of school and the child was progressing in 

the school environment.   

It must be remembered that HVPs are only one part of the complex network of 

systems that influence early childhood growth and development and subsequently the 

experience of transition to school. “Home visitation is not the singular solution for preventing 

child abuse, improving a child’s developmental trajectory or establishing a strong and nurturing 

parent-child relationship” (Daro, 2006, p. 14).  Positive benefits for families and children 

support home visiting as an effective early intervention but programs may be strengthened 

and augmented with direct interventions to support children (Daro, 2006) that identify and 

meet their individual needs, and provide resources and experiences in the home and 

community that strengthen family connectedness, and set the context for early development. 

13.1.3 Reflections on Schlossberg’s Theory and the Starting School Study. 

Families and children identified both challenges and accomplishments in their 

experiences of transition to school.  Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition (1981) provided a useful 
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framework for understanding how these challenges and changes are part of the transition 

process.  Many factors shown in the ecological model as impacting on child development 

(Figure 2) and influencing the transition to school experiences of families living in disadvantage 

are accommodated within Schlossberg’s theory (Figure 3).  Parents and children identified the 

supports that they used during the transition and spoke of the relationships that assisted them.  

Initially, some children identified family and friends supporting them as they started school, 

with a progression to a greater reliance on friends and the teacher once in the school context.  

Some parents also identified immediate family, friends and neighbours as initial supports, 

progressing to include teachers and other staff, as well as other parents in the school context.  

These supports had various functions.  They provided parents and children with affect, aid, 

affirmation and honest feedback depending on their needs at the time.  Parents relied on 

affirmation and honest feedback from teachers to ensure the child was “doing well” in the 

school context.  However, they sometimes did not want to hear if their child was not doing well 

or behaving unacceptably.  Children relied on similar supports to enable them to adjust, meet 

the expectations of the school context and to take advantage of opportunities provided at 

school.  Relationships also could be a source of conflict and stress for children and families.  

Difficulties were found when these relationships were not stable.  For example, when children 

did not have a permanent kindergarten teacher but had relief staff, they found it hard to adjust 

to these changes, especially without advanced warning.  When these supports were not 

available or not effective, such as when communication between parent and teacher was poor 

or limited, parents and children experienced difficulties in the school context. 
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Parents and children also described strategies they used to modify their situation, 

control the meaning of what was happening and to manage and reduce stressors during the 

transition to school.  Some of the strategies parents spoke about were:  

 Seeking information about the school.   

 Letting some things go. 

 Involving the teacher.   

 Changing some of their thoughts and behaviours to adjust to school routines 

and timetables, and 

 Changing the way they viewed school compared to when they were at school. 

Children spoke about strategies such as: 

  Being in and exploring the school, and  

 Seeking out and making friends to support them at school. 

Schlossberg’s theory also incorporated other factors that influenced the transition to 

school under the notion of the self and situation.  Personal and demographic characteristics of 

parents and children influenced their life perspective, what they bought to the experience of 

transition, and how they acted and reacted to the process of transition to school.  The situation 

was also influenced by the trigger to starting school, which centred on the parents deeming the 

child ready to start and the child being of an age that made them eligible to start. 

Schlossberg’s theory has provided a valuable framework for understanding the 

interplay of the many factors that impact in the transitional process.  The opportunity exists to 

adopt Schlossberg’s theory as a framework for future research and understanding of factors 
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involved in the transition to school experiences of all families.  Many of the elements of 

Schlossberg’s theory parallel the systems that are the basis for bio-ecological theory 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1986), and there is the potential for these two theories to be 

combined to accommodate the social and cultural systems that can impact on the transition to 

school. 

13.2 Limitations of this study and future directions for research 

This study has a number of limitations that must be considered.  During the time 

between the implementation of the intervention and the transition to school period, families 

had many experiences that could have impacted on the transition to school.  The influence of 

quality early childhood services on transition to school is one factor that has been discussed 

(see Chapter 4.1).  Families participating in the Starting School study also participated in 

playgroups, preschools and other early childhood services.  However, the quality of the 

services provided was not evaluated as part of this study.  These services also provided 

differing levels of support in the period between completion of the intervention and the 

beginning of school.  The MECSH intervention occurred in the first two years of the child’s life, 

and was an intervention directed at parental, not child, behaviours and perceptions; assessing 

the impact of the MECSH intervention was only one part of the Starting School Study.   

Two important areas in the transition to school were highlighted by parents; the 

means and effectiveness of communicating with families, and types of initial and ongoing 

supports schools provided to families, such as information sessions and transition programs, 

and the effectiveness of these in supporting families and children in the transition to school.  

The emphasis on these aspects suggests that parents were focused on what they needed to do 
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to support their child at school.  Research investigating this important area of transition to 

school is needed to understand the impact of effective communication and establishing links 

with families to successfully nurture partnerships with parents and children prior to the child 

beginning school and throughout the child’s school life.  Most parents in this study wanted to 

be involved in their child’s education and in the school context but identified a number of 

barriers that prevented their involvement.  Overcoming such barriers by finding mutually 

effective solutions can only be achieved if strong partnerships are established.  Schools need to 

work with, and for parents and children, to find ways to establish and nurture such 

partnerships.   

Further, the study focused on families living in disadvantage in a specific suburban 

community of Sydney, NSW.  The location of the study and the size of the participant 

population limit the generalization of the findings.  This study provided insights and 

understandings of the successes, concerns and challenges faced by this group of families.  

Generalising the results to reflect the experiences of families living in other disadvantaged 

communities is not possible, although important insights can be gleaned from this study.  The 

findings highlighted the need for additional research about transition to school for families 

living in disadvantage.  Areas for future research may be able to build on the results of this 

investigation and explore particular aspects in greater depth through case study investigations 

of the experiences of transition to school of particular families living in disadvantage, perhaps 

targeting families that exhibit protective factors such as good social connectedness within the 

school and community. 
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Another important area for future research is to consider the role of the classroom 

teacher in the transition to school.  Aspects that were mentioned by families in this study 

included: contacting the family, and communicating information about the school, curriculum 

and the child’s progress; the methods teachers used to open and maintain communication 

pathways; and how they developed and built partnerships with families.  Families involved in 

this study spoke about communication, especially with the classroom teacher, as a facilitator of 

positive transitions to school.  Parents raised concerns when they experienced communication 

difficulties, or when information about their child’s adjustment and progress was not 

forthcoming.  Parents reported relationships becoming strained when communication with the 

classroom teachers or other staff in the school was not effective or frequent.  Identifying 

successful parent-teacher relationships, that is those that are working to provide the best 

school start for children and families living in disadvantage may offer further insight into ways 

to support children throughout their school life. 

Parental experiences of school as a child are another area that could be explored 

further to assess the impact of past positive or negative experiences as their children start 

school.  In the Starting School Study, some parents recalled their own negative experiences of 

schooling which raised some unhappy memories for them as their children started school.  In 

addition, parents’ aspirations were influenced by these experiences and the impact they had 

on life circumstances.  Some parents had “dropped out” of school due to negative experiences 

of learning or because of a teenage pregnancy.  Some parents had managed to return to school 

at a later time or complete their education at school or through other avenues.  Understanding 

the experiences of these parents may assist in isolating factors that supported their return to 
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school and the completion of their high school education, despite the hardships they faced.  In 

understanding these factors, a more supportive school environment for children living in 

disadvantage may be created, leading to greater educational achievement.  There is the 

opportunity to follow the MECSH families and children to investigate the experiences of these 

children as they transition to high school and beyond to assess the impact of the intervention 

later in life. 
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14 Conclusion 

The nature of school transition is complex, with many factors contributing to the 

individual experiences of families and children.  Parents’ and children’s responses in the 

Starting School Study reinforced the personal and unique nature of experiences of transition to 

school.  This study has also highlighted the differing perspectives in the transition to school 

between parents and children.  In addition, individual families were shown to have differing 

views on what is important and what matters most when children are starting school.   

This study was unique as it investigated the experiences of transition to school from 

the perspective of children and families living in a disadvantaged area in Australia.  It provided 

follow up data for the first Australian longitudinal randomised controlled trial of home visiting, 

the MECSH intervention, implemented with these families and children.  Some longitudinal 

studies have demonstrated that early interventions such as home visiting programs have 

improved children’s life chances by impacting on children’s success at school, especially for 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Olds et al., 2004).  Although the MECSH 

intervention seems to have had little impact at the time of transitioning to school for the 

families on this study, trends in the data reflect some of the aims of the intervention, including 

parental behaviours such as the aspirations they hold for their children and their abilities to 

network with teachers and advocate for their children within the school context.  This suggests 

that the intervention may contribute to changes in social behaviours and the social capital of 

families and children.  Interventions that can produce changes to social behaviour have been 

described as “probably even more beneficial, both to participants and to society as a whole” 
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than those that show gains on cognitive tests (Crane & Barg, 2003, p. 9).  However, changes in 

social behaviour and social capital tend to take longer to produce outcomes. 

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological theory and Schlossberg’s theory provided useful 

frameworks for understanding the interrelated systems and diverse factors that influence the 

lives of children and families living in disadvantage during the transition to school.  They also 

assisted in understanding why an intervention administered early in the child’s life may appear 

to have only residual impact at the time of transition to school.  There are many factors 

interacting from the time the intervention was implemented to the time of starting school 

which impacted on the experiences of the transition to school.  When families, schools and 

communities worked together to understand and support children in the transition to school, 

the experience tended to be a positive and collaborative one.  When these systems were at 

odds or had differing objectives, for example, when there was a lack of communication 

between school and home, and differences in expectations, the transition to school was 

fraught with tensions and conflicts, some remaining unresolved by the end of the second term 

at school. 

The role of teachers and schools has been highlighted in this study as an important 

source of support for families at the time of transition to school.  Schools are well-placed to 

provide initial support to families and children, and to establish connections with families to 

ensure that continued support is available when and if needed.  It is important that schools 

consider what knowledge, skills, resources and prior experiences shape families’ present 

experiences of transition and adapt their own programs and support systems to assist each 

child and family in the best way possible to make a successful transition to school.  Establishing 
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effective communication systems and building strong partnerships with families is paramount 

to providing the level and type of supports families and children may need. 

Transition to school is an important phase in a child’s life which can set the scene for 

continuing transitions throughout life.  The importance of a successful start to school has been 

indicated as a major factor in the child's continued school success and later life chances.  

Relationships, especially those between the parent and child and the class teacher, have been 

shown to be fundamental in establishing connections between the home and school context 

and smoothing the start of school for families and children.  Relationships with the class 

teacher were highlighted in this study as pivotal to ongoing rapport between school and home; 

and for children’s engagement and enjoyment of school.  Supports from within the school, 

through the class teacher and from others within the school context, were also indicated as 

providing valuable social networks for children and families, especially in the initial days and 

weeks of school.  Principals and other staff, along with other parents in the school, were also 

drawn on by families for support in the transition to school.  In addition, parents’ experiences 

of school as a child impacted on their interactions and approaches to their children’s transition 

to school. 

Overall, there are similarities in the experience of transition to school for families living 

in disadvantage and families that have been involved in other transition to school studies.  

Families want to be informed about aspects of the transition to school and be provided with 

information about the school their children will attend.  Families support children at home, 

prior to the start of school, to prepare them in many ways for school through activities and 

discussions about school.  Some families were more knowledgeable about school than others 
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and actively sought out information while others expected the school to provide the necessary 

information and supports.  All families need support in times of transition.  The amount and 

type of support required and wanted by families varies. 

The findings in this study suggest that families and children living in disadvantage 

adopt strategies and behaviours that are similar to other families as they start children at 

school.  Transition to school is a time that can place families under additional stress as they 

focus on preparing children for school, organising aspects of starting school and then manage 

the challenges and build on the opportunities school can provide as they continue to support 

the school child.  The families in this study saw the start of school as a positive event, and as 

such, adopted a life perspective and strategies, focusing their energies into providing for the 

child at this time, and adjusting to the changes that were occurring in their lives as their 

perceptions altered and they took on new roles, and responsibilities. 

In the transitional process, according to Schlossberg’s theory, families may have been 

unable to change aspects of the circumstances surrounding the transition to school but they 

could adopt a positive outlook (areas of self) and feel they have some control over the 

situation, by managing the start of school, then they are more likely to be able to use the 

available supports and modify the situation to have a positive outcome for them and their child 

in the transition.  The social networks and supports available to families in schools, and 

through the connections these created with the community, may have acted as a buffer to the 

impact of disadvantage at the time of the transition to school.  In this way, Schlossberg’s 

theory provides a framework that helps to understand how these families and children, 

through the supports and strategies they have adopted are able to have a successful and 
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positive transition to school, despite the impact of disadvantage.  The positive influence of the 

relationships and connections they are forming in the school help them to manage the many 

other issues and factors that impact on their daily lives.  This reinforces the view that a positive 

start to school is one part of supporting children living in disadvantage to reach their full 

potential in life. 

However, the findings are not conclusive and raise issues about the level and duration 

of supports families living in disadvantage may need in the early years of a child’s life, 

especially if interventions such as home visiting programs are to have an impact at the time 

children start school and beyond.  The focus on relationships in this study highlighted the 

importance of interactions between schools and families, particularly the role of the teachers, 

as crucial in the transition process. 
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Appendix A 

The Design of the MECSH Intervention.    

The design of the intervention model employed in the MECSH trial was based on 

current literature to “reduce the impact of biological, social and environmental factors 

predisposing infants and children to ill health and reducing their life potential” (Aslam et al., 

2006a, p. 1).  The key features of successful home visiting programs described in Holzer, 

Higgins, Bromfield, Richardson and Higgins (2006), and addressed in the MECSH trial, include: 

 targeting population living in a disadvantaged area; 

 delivery of services by trained and qualified home visitors;  

 having home visitors experienced in dealing with the complex needs of families living 

in disadvantage;  

 ensuring the duration of the program is long enough to impact upon parenting or risk 

factors that may contribute to child abuse and neglect;  

 designing the program to suit the needs of the family; and  

 Focusing the program on improvement of both maternal and child outcomes.   

In line with protecting and assisting families a strengths-based approach was adopted 

in the MECSH trial.  Strengths-based approaches take a “wider capacity building view” in 

assisting families (Munford & Sanders, 2003, p. 128).  A strengths-based approach establishes 

emotional support to parents to assist in building self-esteem (Mykota, 2008).  In the home 

visiting situation, the nurse home visitor assists the parent in identifying skills and strengths 
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concerning an issue such as parenting behaviours and supports the client to build on these 

strengths to enhance the wellbeing of the family and the child.  The focus, in a strengths-based 

approach, is on strengthening the “unique knowledge, competencies, capabilities, and 

resources of individual family members as well as the family as a whole” (Powell & Batsche, 

1997, p. 3).  Thus a strengths-based approach is aimed at empowering families to recognise 

their strengths, to identify “what is occurring when things are going well so that it may be 

rekindled or further developed” (Gleason, 2007, p. 53).  Rather than emphasizing the families’ 

shortcomings and problems the aim is to assist families to act from a strengths perspective 

building on their knowledge, resources, and connections (Cowger et al., 2006) to bring about 

positive change.   

A key factor in the implementation of successful home visiting programs has been the 

use of trained nurses.  Thus, trained nurses were employed in the MECSH trial to implement 

the home visiting intervention.  Nurses were used as they have significant expertise in 

women’s and children’s health and an ability to manage the complex clinical situations that 

arise when working with families from disadvantaged backgrounds (Olds et al., 1999).  The 

establishment of respectful parent-nurse partnerships to support families involved in the study 

guided the implementation of the MESCH trial.   

The MECSH longitudinal study adopted a bio-ecological framework, recognising that 

the “health, development and well-being of children is the product of complex interacting 

factors at the individual, family and community level” (Aslam et al., 2006a, p. 1).  The MECSH 

trial employed an experimental design to allow comparisons to be drawn between intervention 

and comparison groups by examining the processes, impacts and outcomes of mothers and 
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children throughout the study.  The following section provides an overview of the intervention 

with a detailed description of the aims of the trial, the care provided to both the intervention 

and comparison families and the key differences between the MECSH trial and other home 

visiting programs.   

The MECSH intervention program.   

This section outlines the specific design of the Miller Early Childhood Sustained Home 

Visiting (MECSH) program trial.  Participant recruitment and selection are described.  The 

schedule for the level of care received by intervention and comparison groups, the overall aims 

of the program and finally the key differences in this program in comparison to other home 

visiting programs used internationally are shown. 

Details of the MECSH program.   

The MECSH trial was the first Australian trial to assess the impact of sustained nurse 

home visiting longitudinally.  MECSH employed a randomised control design using an 

intervention and comparison group. Families received a minimum number of home visits 

according to the program schedule.  The mother’s individual needs, skills, strengths and 

capacity were taken into account when implementing the home visit by the nurse-visitor.  As 

well as providing support and connecting families to other relevant services, nurse home 

visitors checked on maternal health and child health and development while establishing 

relationships with the parents, siblings and other family members on visits.   

Participant selection. 

Participants were selected for the MECSH longitudinal trial based on self-reported 

responses of expectant mothers on a psychological assessment conducted by antenatal clinic 
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midwives for all mothers booked into Liverpool Hospital for confinement (Aslam et al., 2007).  

Eligible participants lived in the 2168 postcode area (a recognised area of socioeconomic 

disadvantage) and met one or more of nine criteria for inclusion to identify them as “at risk”.  

The nine criteria determining if mothers were ‘at risk’ were described as: the maternal age 

under 19 years; being an unsupported parent; having experienced major stressors in the last 12 

months; current substance misuse; current or history of mental health problem or disorder; at 

risk for depression or low self-esteem; experiencing relationships issues with the mother’s 

parents; and having a history of domestic violence (see Aslam et al., 2007).  Mothers were 

excluded from the selection process if they had insufficient English proficiency to complete the 

psychological assessment independently or had no access to a telephone to enable follow up 

interviewing.  A total of 338 women were identified as eligible for the program.  Of the 338 

eligible women, 130 were excluded as they did not want to participate (n=73), were not 

contactable (n=52) or experienced maternal and/or foetal death (n=5).  A total of 208 families 

were recruited to the study, and randomly allocated to the intervention group (n=111) or 

comparison group (n=97).  A focus on enhancing skills and fostering support was followed in 

the trial (see Aslam, et al., 2007).  The following sections describe the care received by 

intervention and comparison groups for the trial.   

Intervention group. 

The intervention group consisted of a total of 111 families.  The intervention was 

implemented in the first two years of the targeted child’s life.  A minimum of 25 nurse home 

visits from the same MECSH nurse were given to each intervention family.  The trained nurse 

was supported by a social worker within a tiered health system.  This meant that the nurse was 
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able to liaise with the social worker to obtain additional health and related services for the 

family.  Such services consisted of, but were not limited to, access to psychiatrists, 

psychologists, domestic violence support services and drug and alcohol assistance programs.  

The nurse home visits were based on each mother’s individual needs, skills and capacity.  

Mothers also received a parent education program in the first year of the child’s life entitled 

“Learning to communicate”.  This program was designed to help mothers understand how very 

young babies communicate and to reinforce quality mother-child interactions.  Mothers were 

also assisted to make connections within the wider local community by the provision of 

information about local group activities such as local parent groups and walking groups. 

Comparison group.  

The comparison group consisted of 97 families.  Mothers and children in these families 

received usual care for families living in the area.  Usual care consisted of routine antenatal 

care which included one postnatal visit from the regular home visiting service and access to 

family support services within the local area.  Families may have been offered additional 

services such as breast feeding support through the regular home visiting service.   

A comparison of the trial groups of the MECSH project noting the baseline maternal 

risk characteristics (Table A-1) and baseline maternal demographic characteristics (Table A-2) 

of participants in the intervention and comparison groups is provided (Kemp, 2011). 
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Table A-1. Baseline Maternal Risk Characteristics of Trial Group 

Characteristic Intervention 

Group (n=111) 

Comparison Group 

(n=97) 

Age < 19 years, n (%) 7 (6.3) 7 (7.2) 

Unsupported parent, n (%) 4 (3.6) 0 (0.0) 

Late antenatal care (after 20 weeks), n (%) 42 (37.8) 35 (36.1) 

Major stressor in past 12 months, n (%) 40 (36.0) 33 (34.0) 

Substance misuse, n (%) 4 (3.6) 1 (1.0) 

Mental health problem or disorder, n (%) 29 (26.1) 30 (30.9) 

Psychosocial distress/risk for depression*, n (%) 46 (41.4) 43 (44.3) 

Abused as a child, n (%)
 

11 (9.9) 13 (13.4) 

Domestic violence, n (%) 10 (9.0) 4.(4.1) 

Mean number of risks ± SD 1.7 ± 0.9 1.7 ± 0.9 

* Assessed as an Edinburgh Depression Scale (Cox, Holden, & Sagovsky, 1987) score of 10 or more, 

which may approximate the subgroups labelled in other trials as ‘psychologically vulnerable’ or ‘low 

psychological resources’(DuMont et al., 2008) 

 
 

Table A-2. Baseline Maternal Demographic Characteristics of Trial Groups 

Characteristic Intervention Group 

(n=111) 

Comparison Group 

(n=97) 

Mean age ± SD 27.6 ± 6.7 27.7 ± 5.9 

(Age range) (15-45) (17-42) 

Parity, n (%)   

 0 31 (27.9) 34 (35.1) 

 ≥1 80 (72.1) 63 (64.9) 

Country of birth, n (%)   

 Australia 56 (50.5) 50 (51.5) 

 Overseas 55 (49.5) 47 (48.5) 

Marital status, n (%)†
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 Married/living with partner 87 (80.6) 79 (84.9) 

 Single/separated/divorced 21 (19.4) 14 (15.4) 

Level of education, n (%)
§ 

  

 High school/vocational 88 (83.0) 74 (80.4) 

 Degree or higher 18 (17.0) 18 (19.6) 

Main source of household income, n (%)
§ 

  

 Full or part-time wages 73 (68.9) 66 (72.5) 

 Benefit or pension 33 (31.1) 25 (27.5) 

† Seven women did not disclose their marital status 

§
 Eleven women did not disclose their level of education or source of income 

Participants on the MECSH trial were contacted at regular intervals for review and 

assessments using a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to evaluate the 

experiences and responses of families.  Follow-ups for the families continued after the 

completion of the intervention, using a combination of phone interviews, questionnaires, 

observations and assessments of maternal and child practices, skills and behaviours.   

Aims of the MECSH trial. 

The MECSH trial was aimed at providing support and access to services for families that 

were considered at risk of poor maternal and child outcomes.  It was anticipated that the trial 

would assist families in transitioning to parenthood by providing support for the mothers 

throughout pregnancy and in the early year of the children’s lives.  The trial was also designed 

to impact on maternal health and wellbeing by assisting mothers to care for ‘self’ during 

pregnancy and following the birth of the child.  Parents were also encouraged and given 

knowledge about interacting with their children in developmentally supportive ways thus 

influencing child health and development.  In addition parents were supported to foster 

relationships within their own family and with other families and services to establish and 
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maintain family and social relationships and networks.  Finally the trial was focused on the 

development and promotion of parents’ aspirations for themselves and their children. 

Key differences of the MECSH Trial from other ‘like’ programs. 

While home visiting programs have been used internationally as an early family 

intervention their design and implementation can differ.  Some key differences exist between 

the MECSH program and other forms of home visiting programs.  The MECSH program was 

designed as a structured independent sustained nurse home visiting program.  The program 

was delivered as an independent trial of home visiting.  It was not implemented in combination 

with other interventions, although families were able to seek additional support within the 

tiered health services system if necessary.  Additionally the intervention continued for the first 

two years of the child’s life with follow-up data being collected in the following three years.   

In assessment of the MECSH trial a range of quantitative and qualitative measures 

were used at specific data collection points to provide extensive information about the growth, 

health and development of the children and their families involved in the project (Table A-3 & 

A-4).   
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Table A-3.  Schedule of Data Collection for the MECSH Trial 

Measures Rationale Instrument 

C
h

ild
 

Participation (sport 

and arts) 

Participation in sport and the arts 

provides social skills and protects from 

emotional and social problems. 

Parental questionnaire 

(CHS items 270-276, LSAC 

items C15-22)
 

Participation (child 

care and preschool) 

Participation in quality early child 

development programs contributes to 

optimal child development and school 

readiness. 

Parental questionnaire 

(CHS items 281-290, LSAC 

items C31-56)
 
 

Cognitive 

development 

Cognitive development is associated with 

positive school outcomes.
 

Child developmental 

assessment (WPPSI)
 

Behavioural 

development (parent 

and teacher) 

Behavioural development associated 

with positive school outcomes.
 

Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ)
 

Social development 

(parent and teacher 

assessment) 

Poor social skills in preschool and early 

schooling is associated with later 

behavioural problems. 

Social Skills Rating System 

(SSRS) 

School readiness 

(parent and teacher 

assessment) 

Children who make a smooth transition 

to school maintain higher levels of social 

competence and academic achievement. 

Measures of transition 

expectations (Starting 

School Research Project)
 

Educational 

development 

(literacy, language, 

numeracy) 

A positive start to school is associated 

with future educational and social 

success.
 

Assessment of Literacy 

and Language
 

Count Me In  Too
 

Child health Child health is associated with health in 

later life.
 

Parental questionnaire 

(CHS item 97) 

Nutrition Nutrition is likely to impact on brain and 

cognitive development through 

childhood, and particularly higher order 

cognitive abilities
.  

 

Parental questionnaire 

(LSAC items B11-B22)
 

Body Mass Index Under-weight is associated with poor 

school performance.  Obesity in 

childhood is associated with immediate 

and long-term health problems. 

Child height and weight 

BMI=kg/m
2 
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M
o

th
er

 

Parent-child 

interaction 

Poor interaction related to poorer child 

mental health, and children’s behaviour 

problems.
 

Fine analysis of 5 minutes 

of video
 

Maternal health Associated with child health
 

SF-12
 

Maternal depression Depression demonstrated to have 

adverse effect on children.
 

CES-D
 
and M.I.N.I.

 

Fa
m

ily
 

Use of parenting 

programs and support 

services 

Parenting programs are effective in 

improving child behaviour.
 

Parental questionnaire 

(CHS items 185-189)
 

Family workforce/ 

education 

participation 

Child health and wellbeing is related to 

socioeconomic status of the family, and 

the amount of time parents spend with 

their children. 

Parental questionnaire 

(CHS items 318-321 and 

LSAC items J19-J22)
 
 

Family functioning  Affects health and wellbeing of children, 

and family resilience.
 

McMaster Family 

Assessment Device
 

Parenting stress Lower stress associated with greater 

child resilience.
 

Life Events Inventory
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Table A-4.  Schedule of Data Collection for the MECSH Trial from Child Aged 4 years On 

Measures 

Collection schedule 

Analysis Age 

4 

School entry 

3 

mth 

prior 

1mth 

after  

8mth 

after 

C
h

ild
 

Participation (sport 

and arts) 

    Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in children’s participation – type and 

frequency 

Participation (child 

care and preschool) 

    Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in children’s participation – type and 

frequency 

Cognitive 

development 

    t-test of group differences 

Behaviour 

development 

    t-test of group differences at each time 

point.  Change over time analysed using 

repeated measures ANOVA (RMA) 

Social development     t-test of group differences at each time 

point.  Change over time analysed using 

RMA 

School readiness     Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in parent and teacher assessment of 

school readiness 

Educational 

development 

    t-test of group differences in literacy, 

language and numeracy 

Child health     t-test of group differences at each time 

point.  Change over time analysed using 

RMA 

Nutrition     Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in children’s nutritional habits 

Body Mass Index     t-test of group differences 
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M
o

th
er

 

Parent-child 

interaction 

    t-test of group differences (number and 

quality of interaction) 

Maternal health     Group differences in standardised mean 

mental and physical component scores 

tested by RMA 

Maternal 

depression 

    Group differences in level and frequency 

of depression tested by RMA 

Fa
m

ily
 

Use of parenting 

programs and 

support services 

    Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in parent use of programs and services 

– need for, type, frequency, barriers to use 

Family workforce/ 

education 

participation 

    Univariate analysis of group differences 

(χ
2
) in family workforce/education 

participation 
Family functioning     Group differences over time tested by 

Friedman two-way ANOVA 

Parenting stress     t-test of group differences in number of 

stress events, also effect modifier in other 

analyses. 
The program provided ‘anticipatory’ guidance for maternal and child health and 

development to prevent problems and to anticipate potential difficulties, and plan for them 

with the acknowledgement of available resources rather than employing remedial assistance 

by waiting for problems to occur and then dealing with them (Kemp, 2011).  The program 

achieved this preventative focus by establishing enabling relationships with families.  Building 

enabling relationships with families moves beyond empowering families.  Empowerment 

implies the nurse is “passing on” power to the family.  It implies that the strengths and 

knowledge lie with the nurse.  However, enabling relationships help families develop the skills 

and strategies necessary to parent effectively despite the many challenges that may be present 

in their lives.  One of the aims of the MECSH trial was to enable and support families to build 

relationships within the family and with other families in their community.  In addition, the 

MECSH trial also encouraged families to seek out local community services to promote 
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community relationships and help families establish ways of dealing with local services and 

institutions.  The MECSH nurse worked in partnership with the family assisting them by 

scaffolding family decision-making and planning, and in the development of relationship skills.  

The program also involved the promotion of maternal aspirations.  Thus the program 

encouraged families to focus and plan for the future as well as making decisions and coping in 

their present situation.  It was not a ‘band aid’ approach to family support but provided 

guidance and support to enable families to build skills that would help them in other areas of 

their lives, in addition to parenting the child.   

Outcomes of the MECSH intervention.   

The MECSH trial is still undergoing analysis to assess the long term outcomes for 

mothers and children.  Early findings show the intervention has been successful in promoting 

positive maternal behaviours and better child outcomes in some areas such as breastfeeding, 

the quality of the home environment and mothers’ emotional and verbal responsiveness to 

their child (Aslam et al., 2006a; Aslam et al., 2006b; Aslam et al., 2007).  The MECSH 

intervention assisted families in various ways.    

Outcomes at child aged 12 months. 

The findings at twelve months for children, first-time mothers and mothers with 

infants and toddlers are discussed.  Children of intervention mothers were reported as being in 

better health with fewer respiratory infections.  Intervention children were breastfed longer 

than their comparison counterparts.  Children of psychosocially distressed intervention 

mothers were classified as having better cognitive development than children of psychosocially 

distressed comparison mothers.  First time mothers in the intervention group reported feeling 
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more confident in caring for self and baby and had better self-rated health than comparison 

mothers.  The intervention showed a significant impact on the Intervention mothers’ 

emotional and verbal responsiveness to their child and in the organisation and appropriateness 

of play materials for the child’s development in the home context, especially for first time 

mothers in the intervention group.  Comparison mothers who were psychosocially at risk of 

depression or had more than one risk factor faired particularly poorly in the organisation of the 

home environment.   

Outcomes at child aged 24 months.   

More recently the preliminary findings have been reported for the maternal and child 

outcomes at child aged 24 months (Zapart, Kemp, & Harris, 2010).  In this report intervention 

mothers describe a higher level of satisfaction with the intervention.  Although there were no 

differences in the number of mothers reporting they needed support in either group, the 

intervention mothers indicated they had used parental supports significantly more than the 

comparison mothers.   

Children of mothers in the intervention group had no significant differences in physical 

or behavioural outcomes at age 24 months.  However, children of mothers with antenatal 

psychosocial distress in the comparison group were reported as having poorer mental 

development, being below the population norm.  There were no significant differences 

between the intervention and comparison groups for parent and child interactions.  No 

significant differences existed in either group’s use of childcare, although a larger proportion of 

mothers in the comparison group indicated they used childcare services.  The most frequently 

used service by mothers in both groups was long day care followed by family day care.  In 
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addition, parents also utilised preschool services with a slightly higher proportion of 

comparison mothers placing children in preschools.  Of the children attending a preschool, the 

majority in both groups attended a preschool that had less than 30 children, with a greater 

proportion of intervention mothers choosing this type of preschool.  Parents in both groups 

identified grandparents as the main source of informal childcare, if any was utilised.  Another 

service accessed by mothers was playgroup. The number of children of intervention mothers 

attending playgroups was almost double that of the comparison group. There were no 

significant differences in the intervention and comparison groups for scores for quality of the 

home environment for child development.  At child aged 24 months, comparison group 

mothers who were psychosocially distressed scored significantly lower on the total HOME 

score than any other group. Psychosocially distressed intervention mothers and overseas born 

intervention mothers were significantly better in terms of verbal and emotional responsiveness 

than the comparison group mothers.  In addition, psychosocially distressed intervention 

mothers were significantly better than the comparison mothers in the organisation of the 

environment.   

MECSH results for parent completed SDQ (child aged four years). 

The MECSH trial used the parent and teacher rated SDQ 

 to measure children’s emotions, behaviour and relationships.  The preliminary results 

of analysis of the parent completed SDQ at child aged 4 years for all children participating in 

the MECSH trial indicated that overall there were no significant differences between the 

intervention and comparison groups, although some differences on specific subscales were 

evident (Zapart et al., 2010).  SDQ scores were classified into categories of normal, borderline 
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and abnormal.  Approximately 10% of a community sample scores in the abnormal band on 

any given score with a further 10% scoring in the borderline band.  Exact proportions vary 

according to country, age and gender.  The results for the MECSH trial indicated that a higher 

proportion of children of mothers in the intervention group were represented in the 

‘abnormal’ range on the subscale of hyperactivity compared to children of mothers in the 

comparison group. Also for this subscale, the proportion of the intervention group classified as 

‘abnormal’ was higher than would be expected in the general population.  Similarly on the 

subscale of conduct problems there were more children in both the intervention and 

comparison groups classified as “abnormal” than would be expected in the general population.  

Overall, on the Total Difficulties scale, results were also mixed with more children of 

comparison mothers being classified as ‘borderline’ compared with children of mothers in the 

intervention group, and more children of intervention mothers being classified as ‘abnormal’ 

compared to children of mothers in the comparison group. Nevertheless results were still 

similar to the expected norms for the general population.  The parent completed SDQ also had 

an impact supplement to allow assessment of the level of distress or social impairment that 

would result from the child’s emotional and/or behavioural problems.  Thus the impact 

supplement assists in determining how the child’s emotional or behavioural problems will 

impact on home life, friendships, classroom learning and leisure activities.  Individual items had 

a three tier scoring system of ‘not at all’ (0), ‘only a little’ (1), or ‘quite a lot’ or ‘a great deal’ (2).  

Item scores were summed to obtain an overall score.  Higher scores indicated greater impact.  

For both intervention and comparison groups the results were below or similar to those of the 

general population.  Overall the intervention impacted on families and children in mixed and 

varying ways for particular groups of mothers and children.  An aim of the MECSH trial was 
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enabling and supporting families to build relationships within the family and with other 

families in their community.  In addition the MECSH trial also encouraged families to seek out 

local community services to promote community relationships and help families establish ways 

of dealing with services and institutions.  The trial was designed to improve the social 

connectedness of families and children.   
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Appendix B 

Ethics Approvals and Information and Consent Forms 

UNSW ethics approval letter. 
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CSU ethics approval letter. 
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SERAP approval letter. 
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Parent information sheet and consent form. 
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Principal information and consent form.

 



462 

 

 

  



463 

 

 

Appendix C 

Child Structured Interview Questionnaire. 

1. How do you feel about going to school?(emotional) 

2. Do you sometimes get scared at school?  (emotional) 

a. What scares you at school? 

3. Do you sometimes feel happy at school? (emotional) 

a. What makes you happy at school? 

4. Do you sometimes feel nervous/ worried at school? (emotional) 

a. What makes you feel nervous/ worried at school? 

5. Do you ever get angry at school? (conduct) 

a. What makes you angry? 

b. What do you do when you get angry? 

c. Do you ever get into fights when you are angry? 

6. Do you most often do what the teacher says? (conduct) 

7. Do you find it hard to sit still when you’re at school? (hyperactivity) 

8. When you have work to do in class do you usually finish it?(hyperactivity) 

9. Tell me about your friends, who do you play with?(peer problems) 

10. Do you share things at school? (prosocial)  

a. What do you share? 

11. If I asked your friend would they say that you are helpful? (prosocial) 
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Appendix D 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 

Parent responses on the SDQ 

Results are presented for parent responses on the SDQ in Table D-1. Parent responses were 

converted to indicate if scores were normal (score 0), borderline (score -1) or abnormal (score -

2) and are shown as a level for the five categories. 

Table D-1. Parent Responses on SDQ (nCC=30,nIC=27) 

Level Borderline 

Comparis’n 

% 

group 

Borderline 

Intervent’n 

% 

group 

Abnormal 

Comparis’n 

% 

group 

Abnormal 

Intervent’n 

% 

group 

Emotional 

Symptoms  
2 7 2 7 3 10 4 15 

Conduct 

problems  
7 23 2 7 10 33 16 59 

Hyperactivity  2 7 3 11 5 17 11 41 

Peer 

Problems  
4 13 0 0 4 13 4 15 

Prosocial  1 3 0 0 0 0 2 7 

Total  3 10 3 11 5 17 10 37 

Impact  1 3 1 4 0 0 4 15 

Total in group  30 100 27 100 30 100 27 100 

 

Emotional symptoms  

A small number of children in both groups were rated as borderline or abnormal in 

emotional symptoms.  However there was little difference in the intervention and comparison 

parent ratings of their children for either the borderline or abnormal levels.   
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Conduct problems 

A greater number of CP (23.33%, 7 parents) rated their children with conduct problems 

at the borderline level compared with the IP (7.41%, 2 parents).  However a greater percentage 

of IP (59.26%, 16 parents) rated their children at the abnormal level for conduct problems than 

the CP (33.33%, 10 parents). 

Hyperactivity  

Similar ratings were given by three IP (11.11%) and two CP (6.67%) for children at the 

borderline level for hyperactivity.  A greater percentage of IP (40.74%, 11 parents) rated their 

children at the abnormal level for hyperactivity compared with CP (16.67%, 5 parents).    

Peer problems  

Children were rated as borderline for peer problems by four CP (13.33%), with no IP 

rating their children at this level.  Similar ratings were given by four CP (13.33%) and four IP 

(14.81%) at the abnormal level. 

Prosocial behaviour 

Only one CP (3.33%) rated the child at the borderline level for prosocial behaviour 

problems.  However, two IP (7.41%) rated their children as abnormal in this category.   

Overall total difficulties level   

The total SDQ score indicated 10% CP (3 parents) and 11.11% IP (3 parents) scored their 

children as borderline, while 14.81% IP (4 parents) and no CP scored their children as 

abnormal.   
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Impact level 

The overall impact score assesses the distress or social impairment that would result 

from the child’s emotional and/or behavioural problems.  Borderline impact of the behaviours 

was indicated by one CP (3.33%) and one IP (3.7%).  An abnormal impact level was indicated by 

four IP (14.81%), with no CP indicating this level.   

Teacher responses on the SDQ 

Teachers responses were converted to indicate if scores were normal (0), borderline (-

1) or abnormal (-2) for each of the five categories, and included a total score.  However the 

teacher responses did not include an impact scale, as did the parent responses.  The five 

categories and total score are comparable to the parent responses on the SDQ.  Table D-2 

shows the teacher responses that were recorded as borderline and abnormal levels for the 

intervention and comparison groups of children participating in the Starting School Study. 
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Table D-2.  Teachers’ Responses on Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ).(nCC=30, nIC=27) 

Level  
Borderline 

Comparis’n 

% 

group 

Borderline 

Intervent’n 

% 

group 

Abnormal 

Comparis’n 

% 

group 

Abnormal 

Intervent’n 
% group 

Emotional 

Symptoms  
1 4.00 0 0.00 1 4.00 1 4.17 

Conduct 

Problems  
0 0.00 0 0.00 2 8.00 3 12.50 

Hyperactivity  2 8.00 2 8.33 3 12.00 7 29.17 

Peer Problems  0 0.00 1 4.17 0 0.00 0 0.00 

Prosocial 

Behaviour  
3 12.00 2 8.33 2 8.00 4 16.67 

Total  2 8.00 6 25.00 2 8.00 2 8.33 

Total in group 25 100 24 100 25 100 24 100 

 

Emotional symptoms  

Both intervention and comparison children were rated by their teacher on the 

emotional symptom scale of the SDQ.   Teachers rated one CC (4%) and no IC in the borderline 

range.  However, one CC (4%) CC and one IC (4.17%) were rated in the abnormal range.  

Teachers reported a slightly lower rating for children on this scale than did parents.   

Conduct problems 

Teachers rated three IC (12.5%) and two CC (8%) in the abnormal range for conduct 

problems.  However, no children were rated in the borderline range for conduct problems by 

their teachers. 
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Hyperactivity  

Teachers rated two IC (8.33%) and two CC (8%) in the borderline range for 

hyperactivity.  However, seven IC (29.17%) were rated by teachers in the abnormal range for 

hyperactivity compared to three CC (12%).  Intervention children were rated by teachers as 

having more difficulties relating to hyperactivity than their comparison peers.   

Peer problems  

Only one IC (4.17%) was rated by the teacher as being in the borderline range for peer 

problems.  No other children were rated as having peer problems.   

Prosocial behaviour 

Teachers rated six IC (25%) and two CC (8%) in the borderline range for prosocial 

behaviour.  In addition, two IC (8.33%) and two CC (8% CC) were rated by their teachers in the 

abnormal range for prosocial behaviour.  Overall, more intervention children were rated by 

their teachers as having borderline difficulties with prosocial behaviour than comparison 

children.   

Overall total difficulties level 

Teachers rated six IC (25%) as borderline on the total difficulties scale in contrast to 

two CC (8%).  However, two IC (8.33%) and two CC (8%) were rated as being at an abnormal 

level for total difficulties.  Intervention children were rated by their teachers as displaying more 

emotional and behavioural problems at the beginning of school than comparison children. 
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Analysis of Parent and Teacher SDQ data. 

 

Parent SDQ  

LSAC SDQ scores 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Original SDQ emotional 

symptoms score 

57 0 8 2.23 2.079 

Original SDQ conduct 

problems score 

57 0 7 2.16 1.830 

Original SDQ hyperactivity 

score 

57 0 10 4.46 2.719 

Original SDQ peer problems 

score 

57 0 7 1.61 1.601 

Original SDQ  total score 57 0 22 10.44 5.682 

Original SDQ prosocial score 57 4 10 8.53 1.403 

Original SDQ impact score 57 0 5 .28 .959 

Valid N (listwise) 57     

 

LSAC SDQ Levels 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LSAC SDQ emotional 

symptoms level 

57 -2 0 -.35 .719 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems 

level 

57 -5 0 -1.12 1.053 

LSAC SDQ hyperactivity 

level 

57 -2 0 -.65 .896 
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LSAC SDQ peer problems 

level 

57 -2 0 -.35 .719 

LSAC SDQ total level 57 -2 0 -.63 .879 

LSAC SDQ prosocial level 57 -2 0 -.09 .391 

LSAC SDQ impact level 57 -2 0 -.18 .539 

Valid N (listwise) 57     

 

Teacher SDQ  

LSAC Scores  

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms 

score 

49 0 8 1.41 1.925 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems score 49 0 9 .96 1.859 

LSAC SDQ hyperactivity score 49 0 10 3.88 3.206 

LSAC SDQ peer problems score 49 0 4 1.35 1.284 

LSAC SDQ total score 49 0 24 7.59 5.888 

LSAC SDQ prosocial score 49 2 10 7.57 2.389 

Valid N (listwise) 49     

 

LSAC Levels 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms 

level 

49 -2 0 -.10 .421 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 49 -2 0 -.20 .612 
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LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 49 -3 0 -.55 .891 

LSAC SDQ peer problems level 49 -1 0 -.02 .143 

LSAC SDQ total level 49 -2 0 -.33 .625 

LSAC SDQ prosocial level 49 -2 0 -.35 .694 

Valid N (listwise) 49     

 

PARENT 

Crosstabs 

Output Created 04-Mar-2011 12:06:33 

Comments   

Input Data C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Parent SDQ.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet1 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data File 57 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values are treated as 

missing. 

Cases Used Statistics for each table are based on all the 

cases with valid data in the specified range(s) 

for all variables in each table. 
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Syntax CROSSTABS 

  /TABLES=Group BY Lemotlevel Lconlevel 

Lhyperlevel Lpeerlevel LSAClevel LSACpslevel 

LSACimpactlevel 

  /FORMAT=AVALUE TABLES 

  /STATISTICS=CHISQ 

  /CELLS=COUNT EXPECTED ROW COLUMN 

TOTAL 

  /COUNT ROUND CELL 

  /BARCHART. 

 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:01.076 

Elapsed Time 00:00:01.295 

Dimensions Requested 2 

Cells Available 174762 

[DataSet1] C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Parent SDQ.sav 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

emotional symptoms level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

conduct problems level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

hyperactivity level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

peer problems level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 
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Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

total level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

prosocial level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

impact level 

57 100.0% 0 .0% 57 100.0% 

 

LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 

Parent SDQ  

  

  

LSAC SDQ emotional 

symptoms level 

LSAC SDQ 

emotional 

symptoms 

level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group 

allocation 

Control Count 4 2 24 30 

Expected 

Count 

4.2 2.1 23.7 30 

% within 

Group 

allocation 

13.30% 6.70% 80.00% 100.00% 

% within LSAC 

SDQ 

emotional 

symptoms 

level 

50.00% 50.00% 53.30% 52.00% 

% of Total 7.00% 3.50% 42.10% 52.60% 

Intervention Count 4 2 21 27 

Expected 

Count 

3.8 1.9 21.3 27 

% within 

Group 

allocation 

14.80% 7.40% 77.80% 100.00% 
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% within LSAC 

SDQ 

emotional 

symptoms 

level 

50.00% 50.00% 46.70% 47.40% 

% of Total 7.00% 3.50% 36.80% 47.40% 

Total Count 8 4 45 57 

Expected 

Count 

8 4 45 57 

% within 

Group 

allocation 

14.00% 7.00% 78.90% 100.00% 

% within LSAC 

SDQ 

emotional 

symptoms 

level 

100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

% of Total 14.00% 7.00% 78.90% 100.00% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .042
a
 2 .979 

Likelihood Ratio .042 2 .979 

Linear-by-Linear Association .038 1 .846 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 1.89. 
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LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 

 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems 

level 

Total  

-2 -1 0 

Group 

allocation 

Control Count 10 7 13 30 

Expected Count 13.7 4.7 11.6 30.0 

% within Group allocation 33.3% 23.3% 43.3% 100.0% 
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% within LSAC SDQ conduct 

problems level 

38.5% 77.8% 59.1% 52.6% 

% of Total 17.5% 12.3% 22.8% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 16 2 9 27 

Expected Count 12.3 4.3 10.4 27.0 

% within Group allocation 59.3% 7.4% 33.3% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ conduct 

problems level 

61.5% 22.2% 40.9% 47.4% 

% of Total 28.1% 3.5% 15.8% 47.4% 

Total Count 26 9 22 57 

Expected Count 26.0 9.0 22.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 45.6% 15.8% 38.6% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ conduct 

problems level 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 45.6% 15.8% 38.6% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 4.745
a
 2 .093 

Likelihood Ratio 4.912 2 .086 

Linear-by-Linear Association 2.152 1 .142 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 4.26. 
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LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 

Parent SDQ 
LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level  Total  

-2 -1 0 

Group allocation Control Count 5 2 23 30 

Expected Count 8.4 2.6 18.9 30.0 

% within Group allocation 16.7% 6.7% 76.7% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 31.3% 40.0% 63.9% 52.6% 
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% of Total 8.8% 3.5% 40.4% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 11 3 13 27 

Expected Count 7.6 2.4 17.1 27.0 

% within Group allocation 40.7% 11.1% 48.1% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 68.8% 60.0% 36.1% 47.4% 

% of Total 19.3% 5.3% 22.8% 47.4% 

Total Count 16 5 36 57 

Expected Count 16.0 5.0 36.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 28.1% 8.8% 63.2% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 28.1% 8.8% 63.2% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 5.084
a
 2 .079 

Likelihood Ratio 5.164 2 .076 

Linear-by-Linear Association 4.893 1 .027 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 2.37. 
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LSAC SDQ peer problems level 

Parent SDQ LSAC SDQ peer problems level  Total 

-2 -1 0 

Group allocation Control Count 4 4 22 30 

Expected Count 4.2 2.1 23.7 30.0 

% within Group allocation 13.3% 13.3% 73.3% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer problems level 50.0% 100.0% 48.9% 52.6% 
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% of Total 7.0% 7.0% 38.6% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 4 0 23 27 

Expected Count 3.8 1.9 21.3 27.0 

% within Group allocation 14.8% .0% 85.2% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer problems level 50.0% .0% 51.1% 47.4% 

% of Total 7.0% .0% 40.4% 47.4% 

Total Count 8 4 45 57 

Expected Count 8.0 4.0 45.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 14.0% 7.0% 78.9% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer problems level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 14.0% 7.0% 78.9% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 3.875
a
 2 .144 

Likelihood Ratio 5.409 2 .067 

Linear-by-Linear Association .295 1 .587 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 1.89. 
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LSAC SDQ total level 

Parent SDQ  LSAC SDQ total level Total  

-2 -1 0 

Group allocation Control Count 5 3 22 30 

Expected Count 7.9 3.2 18.9 30.0 

% within Group allocation 16.7% 10.0% 73.3% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 33.3% 50.0% 61.1% 52.6% 
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% of Total 8.8% 5.3% 38.6% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 10 3 14 27 

Expected Count 7.1 2.8 17.1 27.0 

% within Group allocation 37.0% 11.1% 51.9% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 66.7% 50.0% 38.9% 47.4% 

% of Total 17.5% 5.3% 24.6% 47.4% 

Total Count 15 6 36 57 

Expected Count 15.0 6.0 36.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 26.3% 10.5% 63.2% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 26.3% 10.5% 63.2% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 3.296
a
 2 .192 

Likelihood Ratio 3.334 2 .189 

Linear-by-Linear Association 3.222 1 .073 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 2.84. 
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LSAC SDQ prosocial level 

Parent SDQ  LSAC SDQ prosocial level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation Control Count 0 1 29 30 

Expected Count 1.1 .5 28.4 30.0 

% within Group allocation .0% 3.3% 96.7% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial level .0% 100.0% 53.7% 52.6% 
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% of Total .0% 1.8% 50.9% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 2 0 25 27 

Expected Count .9 .5 25.6 27.0 

% within Group allocation 7.4% .0% 92.6% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial level 100.0% .0% 46.3% 47.4% 

% of Total 3.5% .0% 43.9% 47.4% 

Total Count 2 1 54 57 

Expected Count 2.0 1.0 54.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 3.5% 1.8% 94.7% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 3.5% 1.8% 94.7% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 3.147
a
 2 .207 

Likelihood Ratio 4.297 2 .117 

Linear-by-Linear Association 1.225 1 .268 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is .47. 
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LSAC SDQ impact level 

Parent SDQ 
LSAC SDQ impact level Total  

-2 -1 0 

Group allocation Control Count 0 1 29 30 

Expected Count 2.1 1.1 26.8 30.0 

% within Group allocation .0% 3.3% 96.7% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ impact level .0% 50.0% 56.9% 52.6% 
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% of Total .0% 1.8% 50.9% 52.6% 

Intervention Count 4 1 22 27 

Expected Count 1.9 .9 24.2 27.0 

% within Group allocation 14.8% 3.7% 81.5% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ impact level 100.0% 50.0% 43.1% 47.4% 

% of Total 7.0% 1.8% 38.6% 47.4% 

Total Count 4 2 51 57 

Expected Count 4.0 2.0 51.0 57.0 

% within Group allocation 7.0% 3.5% 89.5% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ impact level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 7.0% 3.5% 89.5% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 4.816
a
 2 .090 

Likelihood Ratio 6.351 2 .042 

Linear-by-Linear Association 4.409 1 .036 

N of Valid Cases 57   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is .95. 

 



487 

 

 

 

 

TEACHER LSAC DATA SDQ 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms 

score 

49 0 8 1.41 1.925 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems 

score 

49 0 9 .96 1.859 

LSAC SDQ hyperactivity score 49 0 10 3.88 3.206 

LSAC SDQ peer problems score 49 0 4 1.35 1.284 
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LSAC SDQ total score 49 0 24 7.59 5.888 

LSAC SDQ prosocial score 49 2 10 7.57 2.389 

Valid N (listwise) 49     

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms 

level 

49 -2 0 -.10 .421 

LSAC SDQ conduct problems 

level 

49 -2 0 -.20 .612 

LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 49 -3 0 -.55 .891 

LSAC SDQ peer problems level 49 -1 0 -.02 .143 

LSAC SDQ total level 49 -2 0 -.33 .625 

LSAC SDQ prosocial level 49 -2 0 -.35 .694 

Valid N (listwise) 49     

 

 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

emotional symptoms level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

conduct problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 
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Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

hyperactivity level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

peer problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

total level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

prosocial level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level  

Count 

Teacher SDQ  
LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 1 1 23 25 

1 1 0 23 24 

Total 2 1 46 49 
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Group allocation * LSAC SDQ conduct problems level Crosstabulation 

Count 

 
LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 

Total -2 0 

Group allocation 0 2 23 25 

1 3 21 24 

Total 5 44 49 

 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level Crosstabulation 

Count 

 
LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 

Total -3 -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 0 3 2 20 25 

1 1 7 2 14 24 

Total 1 10 4 34 49 

 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ peer problems level Crosstabulation 

Count 

 
LSAC SDQ peer problems level 

Total -1 0 

Group allocation 0 0 25 25 

1 1 23 24 

Total 1 48 49 
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Group allocation * LSAC SDQ total level Crosstabulation 

Count 

 
LSAC SDQ total level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 2 2 21 25 

1 2 6 16 24 

Total 4 8 37 49 

 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ prosocial level Crosstabulation 

Count 

 
LSAC SDQ prosocial level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 2 3 20 25 

1 4 2 18 24 

Total 6 5 38 49 
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Crosstabs 

Output Created 04-Mar-2011 12:51:54 

Comments   

Input Data C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Teacher SDQ.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet4 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data File 57 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values are treated as 

missing. 

Cases Used Statistics for each table are based on all the 

cases with valid data in the specified 

range(s) for all variables in each table. 

Syntax CROSSTABS 

  /TABLES=Group BY emotlevel conlevel 

hyperlevel peerlevel LSAClevel LSACpslevel 

  /FORMAT=AVALUE TABLES 

  /STATISTICS=CHISQ 

  /CELLS=COUNT ROW COLUMN TOTAL 

  /COUNT ROUND CELL 

  /BARCHART. 

 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:00.905 

Elapsed Time 00:00:01.091 

Dimensions Requested 2 

Cells Available 174762 

[DataSet4] C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Teacher SDQ.sav 
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Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

emotional symptoms level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

conduct problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

hyperactivity level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

peer problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

total level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

prosocial level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

 

Notes 

Output Created 04-Mar-2011 13:00:18 

Comments   

Input Data C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Teacher SDQ.sav 

Active Dataset DataSet4 

Filter <none> 

Weight <none> 

Split File <none> 

N of Rows in Working Data File 57 

Missing Value Handling Definition of Missing User-defined missing values are treated as 

missing. 
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Cases Used Statistics for each table are based on all the 

cases with valid data in the specified 

range(s) for all variables in each table. 

Syntax CROSSTABS 

  /TABLES=Group BY emotlevel conlevel 

hyperlevel peerlevel LSAClevel LSACpslevel 

  /FORMAT=AVALUE TABLES 

  /STATISTICS=CHISQ 

  /CELLS=COUNT ROW COLUMN TOTAL 

  /COUNT ROUND CELL 

  /BARCHART. 

 

Resources Processor Time 00:00:01.030 

Elapsed Time 00:00:01.232 

Dimensions Requested 2 

Cells Available 174762 

[DataSet4] C:\Users\kapluc\Desktop\Teacher SDQ.sav 
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Case Processing Summary 

 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

emotional symptoms level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

conduct problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

hyperactivity level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

peer problems level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

total level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 

Group allocation * LSAC SDQ 

prosocial level 

49 86.0% 8 14.0% 57 100.0% 
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LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 

Crosstab   

 
LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level Total 

-2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 1 1 23 25 

% within Group allocation 4.0% 4.0% 92.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 50.0% 100.0% 50.0% 51.0% 

% of Total 2.0% 2.0% 46.9% 51.0% 

1 Count 1 0 23 24 

% within Group allocation 4.2% .0% 95.8% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 50.0% .0% 50.0% 49.0% 

% of Total 2.0% .0% 46.9% 49.0% 

Total Count 2 1 46 49 

% within Group allocation 4.1% 2.0% 93.9% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ emotional symptoms level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 4.1% 2.0% 93.9% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .980
a
 2 .613 

Likelihood Ratio 1.366 2 .505 

Linear-by-Linear Association .093 1 .760 

N of Valid Cases 49   
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Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .980
a
 2 .613 

Likelihood Ratio 1.366 2 .505 

Linear-by-Linear Association .093 1 .760 

N of Valid Cases 49   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is .49. 

 

                      NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group 
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LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 

Crosstab 

 
LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 

Total -2 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 2 23 25 

% within Group allocation 8.0% 92.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 40.0% 52.3% 51.0% 

% of Total 4.1% 46.9% 51.0% 

1 Count 3 21 24 

% within Group allocation 12.5% 87.5% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 60.0% 47.7% 49.0% 

% of Total 6.1% 42.9% 49.0% 

Total Count 5 44 49 

% within Group allocation 10.2% 89.8% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ conduct problems level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 10.2% 89.8% 100.0% 
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Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) Exact Sig. (2-sided) Exact Sig. (1-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .271
a
 1 .603   

Continuity Correction
b
 .002 1 .962   

Likelihood Ratio .272 1 .602   

Fisher's Exact Test    .667 .480 

Linear-by-Linear Association .265 1 .607   

N of Valid Cases 49     

a. 2 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.45. 

b. Computed only for a 2x2 table 

NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group  
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LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 

Crosstab 

 
LSAC SDQ hyperactivity level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 3 2 20 25 

% within Group allocation 12.0% 8.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity 

level 

27.3% 50.0% 58.8% 51.0% 

% of Total 6.1% 4.1% 40.8% 51.0% 

1 Count 8 2 14 24 

% within Group allocation 33.3% 8.3% 58.3% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity 

level 

72.7% 50.0% 41.2% 49.0% 

% of Total 16.3% 4.1% 28.6% 49.0% 

Total Count 11 4 34 49 

% within Group allocation 22.4% 8.2% 69.4% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ hyperactivity 

level 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 22.4% 8.2% 69.4% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 3.313
a
 2 .191 

Likelihood Ratio 3.402 2 .182 

Linear-by-Linear Association 3.177 1 .075 
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N of Valid Cases 49   

a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 1.96. 

 

NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group  

 

 

 

  



502 

 

 

LSAC SDQ peer problems level 

Crosstab 

 
LSAC SDQ peer problems level 

Total -1 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 0 25 25 

% within Group allocation .0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer 

problems level 

.0% 52.1% 51.0% 

% of Total .0% 51.0% 51.0% 

1 Count 1 23 24 

% within Group allocation 4.2% 95.8% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer 

problems level 

100.0% 47.9% 49.0% 

% of Total 2.0% 46.9% 49.0% 

Total Count 1 48 49 

% within Group allocation 2.0% 98.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ peer 

problems level 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 2.0% 98.0% 100.0% 
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Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) Exact Sig. (2-sided) Exact Sig. (1-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 1.063
a
 1 .302   

Continuity Correction
b
 .000 1 .984   

Likelihood Ratio 1.449 1 .229   

Fisher's Exact Test    .490 .490 

Linear-by-Linear Association 1.042 1 .307   

N of Valid Cases 49     

a. 2 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .49. 

b. Computed only for a 2x2 table 

NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group  
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LSAC SDQ total level 

Crosstab 

 
LSAC SDQ total level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 2 2 21 25 

% within Group allocation 8.0% 8.0% 84.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 50.0% 25.0% 56.8% 51.0% 

% of Total 4.1% 4.1% 42.9% 51.0% 

1 Count 2 6 16 24 

% within Group allocation 8.3% 25.0% 66.7% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 50.0% 75.0% 43.2% 49.0% 

% of Total 4.1% 12.2% 32.7% 49.0% 

Total Count 4 8 37 49 

% within Group allocation 8.2% 16.3% 75.5% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ total level 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 8.2% 16.3% 75.5% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 2.656
a
 2 .265 

Likelihood Ratio 2.750 2 .253 

Linear-by-Linear Association .977 1 .323 

N of Valid Cases 49   
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Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 2.656
a
 2 .265 

Likelihood Ratio 2.750 2 .253 

Linear-by-Linear Association .977 1 .323 

N of Valid Cases 49   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 1.96. 

NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group  
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LSAC SDQ prosocial level 

Crosstab 

 
LSAC SDQ prosocial level 

Total -2 -1 0 

Group allocation 0 Count 2 3 20 25 

% within Group allocation 8.0% 12.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial 

level 

33.3% 60.0% 52.6% 51.0% 

% of Total 4.1% 6.1% 40.8% 51.0% 

1 Count 4 2 18 24 

% within Group allocation 16.7% 8.3% 75.0% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial 

level 

66.7% 40.0% 47.4% 49.0% 

% of Total 8.2% 4.1% 36.7% 49.0% 

Total Count 6 5 38 49 

% within Group allocation 12.2% 10.2% 77.6% 100.0% 

% within LSAC SDQ prosocial 

level 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 12.2% 10.2% 77.6% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .952
a
 2 .621 

Likelihood Ratio .966 2 .617 

Linear-by-Linear Association .475 1 .491 
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N of Valid Cases 49   

a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 

is 2.45. 

 

NB: 0=control group 1=intervention group  

 

 




