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Χ ƻǳǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ project or to a 

larger discipline.  The lives and stories that we hear and study are given to us under a 

promise, that promise being that we protect those who have shared them with us  

Denzin, 1989, p. 83. 
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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 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ including the use of interviews, drawings and ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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

incorporated to provide ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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 

ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 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 ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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

outcomes. 

Primary caregiver 

The person who ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ 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 ǘƻƻƭ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

DƻƻŘƳŀƴΩǎ 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. 



2 

 

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.  TeachersΩ 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ.  

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 

ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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.  Lƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 

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

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 
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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 

Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ 

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 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ 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 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǳmmary of these results.  Chapter Twelve presents the 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

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 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ.  !ǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

school emphasiǎŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

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 

ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

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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  MƻǾƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜǉǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

perceived school readiness, the definition underpinning this research locates transition άŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

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

ƭƛǾŜǎέ όYŀƎŀƴ ϧ bŜǳƳŀƴΣ мффуΣ 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 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όaŀǊƎŜǘǘǎΣ мфффΣ 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) 

ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŎƭƻŎƪ 

(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 ǾƛŜǿ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

behavioǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
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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 

ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǎchool to determine if children are ready 

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

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

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.  ¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀl 

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

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ, 

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 significŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ.  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.   

¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ 

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 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ό9ƳƛƎΣ aƻƻǊŜΣ ϧ {ŎŀǊǳǇŀΣ 

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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aŀƴǘȊƛŎƻǇƻǳƭƻǎΣ нллрΤ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ ϧ aŎ/ŀǊǘƴŜȅΣ нллтΤ tƛŀƴǘŀ ϧ {ǘǳƘƭƳŀƴΣ нллпύ.  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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄts, 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.  !ƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǾƛŜǿ ǎŜŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀǎ ŀ άƳŜƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 

ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 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.   

¢Ǌŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ ƛǎ άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻf contexts and 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƛƳŜέ όtƛŀƴǘŀΣ wƛƳƳ-

Kaufman and Cox, 1999, p. 4).  Relationships within and between contexts define the 
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ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ŦŀƳily, 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 

ŜȄƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

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. 

.ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊ όмффрύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ άǇǊƻȄƛƳŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

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

development.  Such interŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άōƛƻǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ό.ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΣ мффрΣ Ǉ. 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 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎ.  .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊ όмфтфύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ό.ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΣ мфтфύ.  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. 146ύ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

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 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ.  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 

Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ.  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 

ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ό5ǳƴƭƻǇΣ нллтύ.  The term 

ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

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.  

.ƻǊŘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀǎ άǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ 

ƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜǎ άǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ ό/ƭŀƴŘƛƴƛƴ ϧ 

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

άƻǘƘŜǊέ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘΤ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

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 

ΨǊƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΩ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ±ŀƴ DŜƴƴŜǇ ό1909, 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; άǘƻ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǳƴƛǘŜ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (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 

detŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 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 

άǇǊƛƳƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎέ ό/ƻǊǎŀǊƻ ϧ aƻƭƛƴŀǊƛΣ нлллύ.  άtǊƛƳƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

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

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎέ (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.  ²ƘŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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  

.ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ 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:  

9ǾŜǊȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘǿƛŎŜΥ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
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 exǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ.  However, Rogoff (1996) sees changes, 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀǎ άƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ individuals nor exclusively in their 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ όp. 273).  In 

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

activities.   

Rogoff (1995) has argued ǘƘŀǘ άŀƴȅ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ 

ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘέ (p. 155).  From this, 

she described learning as occurring on three planes ςpersonal, cultural and socialς 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, 

άǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘ ōȅ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ƛǘέ 

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

ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ ƻŦŦΩ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

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 

ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΥ ŀ ŎǳƭƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ 

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-ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ wƻƎƻŦŦΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘƴŜǎǎ of the 

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

ŀƴŘ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ.  What 

occurs in the present shapes these hopes and dreams.  In determining what transition involves, 
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ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻǊ 

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.  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ 

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

context and to emphasise the future experiences in this context.  tŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 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 ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ Ψ5ƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΩΚ 

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 

ǎŜƴǎŜ ΨǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΩ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴcome and is usually determined using a threshold marker 

defined by government (Kingdon & Knight, 2006; McLoyd, 1998).  LŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛǎ 

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.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΩ όIŜŀŘŜȅΣ 

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).   

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΩ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ 

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 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀȅǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ άǎƻƳŜ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎέ ό.ǊŀŘƭŜȅ ϧ /ƻǊǿȅƴΣ нллнΣ ǇΦотмύ.  In westernised societies, 

such as Australia, families living in disadvantage are often refŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

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

outcomes.  άCŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎέ ŀǊŜ 

termed risk factors (Foley et al., 1999, p. 4).  tǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅΣ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ǌƛǎƪ ƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

years. 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 

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. άhǇǘƛƳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ 

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 

ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ όwǳȅǘŜǊΣ нлм2, p. 25).   

¢ƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΩ 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 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ wellbeing.  As 

Fisher (2001) states: 

¢ƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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 

influenŎŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ.  The home context ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ 

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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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƴǳƳŜǊŀŎȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 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 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ό[ƻŎƪŜΣ DƛƴǎōƻǊƎΣ ϧ 

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 

ōŜŜƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ŀǎ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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, 

мффнύ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜ.  

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 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ 

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 differŜƴǘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŀƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέΣ άŀǎ ŀ 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜέΣ άŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀƴŘ άŀǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴέ ό/ƘŀǎƪƛƴΣ нллуΣ 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 iǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ 

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

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

appeŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ό[ŜǾŜƴǘƘŀƭ ϧ .Ǌƻƻƪǎ-Gunn, 2000).  

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
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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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

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 

ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ōȅ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ 

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).  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ 

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 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ όtƘƛƭƭƛǇs & 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 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ identified 

strategies to mediate the effects of disadvantage for children and families living in 



35 

 

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 ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 

cultural resources and interpersonal bonds shared by [community] membersέ όJack & 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 άŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 

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

ŀǊŜŀǎέ όEdwards & 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 
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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.  .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎ άǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎέ όaŀŜǊƻŦŦΣ мффуΣ p. 27).  Social 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǘǿƻ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΥ ƛǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ 

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 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  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 

familƛŜǎΩ as ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩs 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 

ǾŀǊȅ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 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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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ 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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 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 

childreƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ.  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.  Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ prior knowledge 

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

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ (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 ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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

be sustained over time, especially in highly disadvantaged areas, ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ΨōƻƻƳŜǊŀƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΨΣ 

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) 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ in stating 

that children: 

Χ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 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 ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ άǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
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existing knowledge, skills and understandings through interactions with adults, peers and 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ (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 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊiences and the classroom, providing a voice for, and 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ.  ά¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ 

ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ όaƛƭƭǎΣ нллрΣ 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.  ά.ȅ 

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, 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭέ όIǳŦŦƳŀƴ, 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 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ƻǇǘƛƳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

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 ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

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 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŎŜƴǘǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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

interactions.   

3.2.3.1 School readiness. 

{ŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 

ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜƴǘǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ ό{ƴƻǿΣ н006, p. 9).  School readiness in 

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

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

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

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ.   
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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 

difficultƛŜǎΣ ǘŜǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎ ƻǊ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

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 

ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǊŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ŘŜŜƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ Ψƴƻǘ ǊŜŀŘȅΩ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

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

!ǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ 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 readiƴŜǎǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ-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 socialςemotional 
development, should be integrated with curricula, beneficial to all parties, often 
ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
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-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

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-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ 

especially in stressful situations.  Behaviour regulation, that is regulation of attention, working 

memory and inhibitory control, has also been associated with chƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

achievement (McClelland et al., 2007; Wanless, McClelland, Tominey et al., 2011; Wanless, 

McClelland, Acock et al., 2011).  ¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 άƭŀŎƪƛƴƎέ ƻǊ 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).  

{ǳŎƘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

and relationships, and their life circumstances.  However, assessments can, and often do, 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŎȅŎƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

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 
ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ΨŎŀǘŎƘ ǳǇΩ.  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 

monitorƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ.  However, several methods used to assess school 

ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜέ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

competencies (Dockett & Perry, 2007c, p. 32).  Caution has been recommended when 

assessing cognitive competencies in isolation in order ǘƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

school context (Raver & Zigler, 2004), or as a sole determinant of school readiness or grade 

retention (Graue, 1992).  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎ are inter-reliant on cognitive 
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competencies, especially at the time of transition to school (Henricsson & Rydell, 2006).  

Assessing competencies in isolatiƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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-ŎƘƛƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

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 

ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

readiness has broadened beyond chronological age, and measures of cognitive or academic 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ άƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΤ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

functioning, practices and status; local community influences; community services, programs 

and opportunities; and societal influences and suppoǊǘǎέ όtƛǾƛƪΣ нллфΣ 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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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅύΣ as well as a focus on children 

themselves, in any assessment of readiness.  Meisels (1996) explains that school readiness:  

ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ 
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 άƘŜǘŜǊƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

life experiences, and educational settings that children will have encountered by the time they 

ŜƴǘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭέ όaŜƛǎŜƭǎΣ мффуΣ ǇΦннύ.  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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 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.  ά9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ŀ 

philosophy of partnership.  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ 

ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎέ όIŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ & 
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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 ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 

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 

ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΥ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōƭƻǎǎƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅέ όArnold, 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 

ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇation 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 ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

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 

! ƪŜȅ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ōȅ 

reducing adverse outcomes.  EaǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ 

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.  ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

learning and development through family interactions, relationships and capacities to provide 

for ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ 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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

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-ŎƘƛƭŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

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, ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

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 

ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 

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 ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ƛŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŜȄƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ 

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 ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ό.ǳǊŎƘƛƴŀƭΣ wƻōŜǊǘǎΣ IƻƻǇŜǊΣ ϧ ½ŜƛǎŜƭΣ нлллΤ 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 

άǳƴŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŧǳƭƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ wellbeing 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέ 

(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 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅέ 

(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) 

 

¢ƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ-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 

ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ ό5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ IŜŀƭǘƘ 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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

with those in the school context as they interact with children and adults (Denham, 2006; Ladd, 

Herald & Kochel, 2006). At ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ disposition and intrinsic motivation to 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨƻǇǘƛƳƛǎŜǊǎΩΣ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ άmotivated to aim for the optimum: to strive for high standards 

and pursue excellent aims in lifeΧ ƛǎ a necessary aspect of becoming a flourishing ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ 

(Ruyter, 2012, p. 28) and contǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

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 

ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ όhΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ ϧ aŎ/ŀǊǘƴŜȅΣ нллтύ.  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 άŎŀƴ ōŜ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 

by effective interventions that change the balance between risk and ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴέ ό{ƘƻƴƪƻŦŦ ϧ 
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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 

άŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ όaŀǘǎǳǳǊŀΣ нллсΣ p. i).  The United Nations 

(UNICEF, 2007) reflects this philosophy in stating:       

The true measure of a ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ƛǘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ς 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 aŘƻǇǘ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

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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ƳƻŘŜƭ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƛǎƪΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

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 ŀǎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ 

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 

ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ thereby associating low income with poor 

parenting (Russell, Harris, & Gockel, 2008).  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀŎȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

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 approaŎƘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ άǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜΣ 

ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΣ ƘƻǇŜΣ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴέ όDƭŜŀǎƻƴΣ нллтΣ 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 

homŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜΣ ǎƻŎƛƻŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ 

children being reared in poverty with the hope of increasing school readiness and lifelong 

ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎέ ό.ǊŀŘƭŜȅ 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 άǳƴŜǾŜƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘέ ƻŦ IŜŀŘ {ǘŀǊǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

characteristics of individual children and their influence on program experiences, differences in 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

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 ŀǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΥ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΤ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

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; ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ educational toys 

and establishing a social network of family, friends and peers for the child; and provisioning for 
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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΩ including ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 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 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ όIƻƳŜƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллсύ.  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).  

ά²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴg 
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institutional systems, opening up societal access routes and prioritising relationships, 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέ όCǊŀƴŎŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлΣ 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 ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ 

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.  άIŜƭǇ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ dysfunctionality of poor families 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΣ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǎŘƻƳέ (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 

ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (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 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ aŜƳǇƘƛǎΣ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘΣ 

community contexts, or a higher rate of turnover among home visitors in Memphis than in 

9ƭƳƛǊŀέ όhƭŘǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ мфффΣ 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 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƘƻƳŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ.  

They determined positive results from the intervention, based on ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻƴ 

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 



68 

 

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, 

hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ IƛŀǘǘΣ ϧ hƭŘǎΣ мфффΤ hƭŘǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллнΤ hƭŘǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нллтύ.  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 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ 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).  άLƴŦŀƴǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ōƻǘƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 

place in initiating pathways of development and because of its connection with so many critical 

developmental functions Χ !ǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ Χ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

perǎƻƴέ ό{ǊƻǳŦŜΣ нллрΣ 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, ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻ-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 

ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ όhΩ/ƻƴƴor & McCartney, 2007).  ά/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ όSroufe, 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).  Lƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǎōŀƴŜΣ !ǊƳǎǘǊƻƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭ. (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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

and motheǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ όhƭŘǎΣ YƛǘȊƳŀƴ 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 ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ Ψŀǘ 

ǊƛǎƪΩ.  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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ.  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 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ό5Ŝŀƴ ϧ [ŜǳƴƎΣ нлмлύ.  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 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ό5Ŝŀƴ ϧ [ŜǳƴƎΣ нлмлύ.  

Continued and follow-up instruction were provided biweekly in the home and then in a parent 

ƎǊƻǳǇ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ ǿŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎέ ŀǎ άŀƴ 

essential component in facilitating long-ǘŜǊƳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎέ ό{ǘŀƴƭŜȅΣ нллтΣ 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 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-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 ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ, including some parents having better 

communication with the school, greater understandings and expectations of the Australian 

school system, and increased parental involvement in the childΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όDƛƭƭŜȅΣ нлл4).   

The program was also implemented in a disadvantaged community in Geelong with 

beneficial parent and child outcomes reported.  /ƘƛƭŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ άƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǎŜƭŦ-

ŜǎǘŜŜƳ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέ 

(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 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

(Dean & Leung, 2010).  Other studies evaluating the Geelong implementation showed parentsΩ 

perceptions ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǎ ŀ άŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜΣ ŀŘŀǇǘŀōƭŜΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳέ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ άŀǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ 

parent-ŎƘƛƭŘ ōƻƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ό5Ŝŀƴ ϧ [ŜǳƴƎΣ нлмлΣ 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 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ social-emotional adjustment, and parent reported closeness in parent-

child relationships (Barnett, 2010).  The HIPPY program supported family connections by 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

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 ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

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 ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ 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 

ƘƻƳŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǘƘŜ 
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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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŎŎess 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 childreƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

and capacities to manage the school context stem from their early life experiences.  /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
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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 ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ.  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 ƻǊ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƛƳƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΩ ό/ƻǊǎŀǊƻ ϧ 

Molinari, 2000), shared experiences όwƻƎƻŦŦΣ мффрύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ 

(Dunlop, 2007) to understand what is occurring for communities, families and/or children in 

the transition to school.  {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ 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. ооύ ŀǎ άŀƴȅ 

event, or non-ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎΣ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭŜǎΦέ 

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.  Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ 

whether they signify a transition.  ά¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜrson may react differently to different types of 
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ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜέ ό{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΣ 

1981, p. 2). 

5.2 {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

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, 

{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ 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.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ.  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 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊǎ {ΩǎΥ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŜƭŦΣ 

support and strategies (Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg et al., 1995).  These four factors are 

ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ΨŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ 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.  !ƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ CƛƎǳǊŜ оΦ 
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Figure 3.  Diagrammatic representation ƻŦ {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ showing the interaction of self, support, 

situation and strategies in the transition process (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5). 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

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, 

ŎƻƴŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ 
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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 

ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ  tǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ǘƘe 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 

ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ 

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 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ άǎƻŎƛƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ŀƎŜ Χ and stage of life, state of health and 

ethnicitȅκŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ (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 SchloǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ 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. 

Lƴ {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

characteristics of the individual in transition are considered along with the situation and 



84 

 

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.  {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ of 

the bi-directional influences and interrelatedness of the individual and the environment, 

outlined ƛƴ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ bio-ecological systems model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).  

{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘŀƪŜǎ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

process of transition in respect of the many individual and broader ecological factors that can 

impact at this time. SchlossbergΩǎ 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, 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ {Ωǎ.  Consistent with Rogoff Ψǎ (1995; 1996) 

position, Schlossberg regarded transition as an ongoing process occurring over time, with the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ Ǉŀǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ, 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 {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ theory. 

The ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ 

the actions and responses of the individual (Goodman et al., 2006) and influences the outcome 



85 

 

of the transition.  ¢ƘǊŜŜ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΥ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴΩΣ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻƴΩΣ 

ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ όChickering & 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). ά9ǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ Ƴoves from a preoccupation with the transition to 

ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴέ ό9Ǿŀƴǎ 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.  ά¢ƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴέ ό9Ǿŀƴǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллфύ.  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 ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

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. 

SchlossbergΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ (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, {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ 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 
ƻƴŜΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛŦŜΧǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎΣ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
self and the world, and roles.   We may assume the more the transition alters the 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ 
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 ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ capacities and resources to manage and cope. 

{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ 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 

wƻƎƻŦŦΩǎ όмффрύ 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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ. 

{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩs theory of transition (1981) particularly focuses on how the past, present 

and future are linked as well as highlighting ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 

ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ άǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ.  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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{ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ (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, 

нллрύ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭŜǊΩ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎes 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 occǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ό{ƳƛǘƘΣ нллнύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ 

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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ό5ƻŎƪŜǘǘ ϧ tŜǊǊȅΣ мфффΤ aŀǊƎŜǘǘǎΣ мффтύ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

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 ǘƘŀǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 
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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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ, 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 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ.  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 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ό{ƳŀǊǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллуΤ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2009).  When there is a focus on ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 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 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǇǘƛƳŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

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 



92 

 

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 

ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ a9/{I ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

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.  ParentsΩ 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ 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 ΨǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭŜǊsΩ ǘƻ school as ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƘƛƭŘrenΩΚ  
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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. Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ 

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 ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

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).  {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ 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.  {ŎƘƭƻǎǎōŜǊƎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ interaction of the many 

factors that shape the experience of transition and influence its outcome, especially the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ supports and circumstances surrounding the transition, as 

ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴs of them. 

The imporǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

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 
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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 gǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ (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 άŀ Ǌange of social and economic 

factors derived from attributes such as low income, low educational attainment, high 

ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻōǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǳƴǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όABS, 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 ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άŀǘ 

ǊƛǎƪέΣ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ 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-ŜǎǘŜŜƳΤ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΤ 

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 ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƛƴ 

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 

ŦƻŎǳǎ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ, in addition to a few short answer questions about the 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƴǳƳŜǊŀŎȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴt 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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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.  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ά5ƻ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊ ƎŜǘ ŀƴƎǊȅ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΚέ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜd 

άbƻέ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴƎǊȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ 

the child reacted were not asked.  The questions aimed to gain an understanding of the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ behaviours, feelings and progress in the school context.  

Where appropriate, to assist children in responding to these questions, a technique 

ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ 

experiencing dysphasia (Kagan, 1999). Supported conversation aims to ensure that an 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜŀǎ 

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 

childrenΩǎ views and perspectives in a respectful and collaborative manner. 

7.1.4 Strategies used in interviewing children. 

Several strategies have been used to access ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

directly affect their lives.  These strategies include informal conversations or discussions, using 

books as a catalyst for conversation, ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ reflections, video 

ǘƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

school (Clark, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2001; Clyde, 2001; Dockett & Perry, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c; 

Dockett, Perry, & Whitton, 2006; Einarsdóttir, 2005, 2007a). 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴce 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 tƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ό/ƻƻƪ ϧ IŜǎǎΣ 

2007).  Adults need to be open to alternative interpretations of an experience by moving away 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

view (Cook & Hess, 2007). 

Researching with children can provide adults with a better knowledge and 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƻ ǇƛƴǇƻƛƴǘ 

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.  ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

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 

activelȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ άŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΣ ƻǊ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

ǎƘŀǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŜŀǊŘέ ό5ǊƛŜǎǎƴŀŎƪΣ нллрΣ 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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ 

(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.  EacƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ 

personal statement incorporating both conscious and unconscious meaning (Malchiodi, 1998).  

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

feelings and perceptions of school.  The drawing reflects the process of documentation of the 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

interpretation of the drawing, must be sought at the time of the activity and utilised to 

understand the drawing. 

In ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǊǘ ƻǊ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƘŀǾŜ 

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 ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ 

(Merry & Robins, 2001).  Asking children to talk about their drawings is important in gaining the 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴ ŀ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ 

by the child (Schirrmacher, 2002; Thompson, 2005, 2008).  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ 

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.  άLƴ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘǎ ǳǎŜ 

cookbook approaches to categorise images or a list of predetermined meanings for content, it 

ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘΣ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

misunderstood, and will be disrespectedέ (Malchiodi, 1998, p. 36).  ObƧŜŎǘǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

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 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 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 ς 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).   
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To establish a sense of the overall experience of the transition to school, parents were 

asked to describe their experiences, and their childΩǎ, 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 theƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ first day of school and childrenΩǎ 

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.  ChildrenΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ to some short answer 

questions related to the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) were also documented.  

¢ƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

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; ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŀǎǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ 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 ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ, 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 

ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŘƛŀǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ the transition to schoolΦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

verbal and visual data were collated and provided the unit of analysis. 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































