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Editorial: Transitions Through
Education
Elizabeth Fraser Selkirk Hannah* and Divya Jindal-Snape

School of Education and Social Work, University of Dundee, Dundee, United Kingdom

Keywords: education, children, young adults, young people, transitions

Editorial on the Research Topic

Transitions Through Education

Throughout our life span we go through a range of different types of transitions. These transitions
can be construed from a positive and/or negative discourse, offering challenges and opportunities to
grow and develop as human beings. This research topic focuses on the educational transitions of
children, young people and young adults in compulsory and post-compulsory education. The aim
was to identify and address gaps in the literature; offer new insights in the area; and provide
recommendations for policy, practice and future research. In total, there are nine articles, comprising
one literature review and eight empirical studies.

Jindal-Snape et al. identify a gap in previous literature reviews of primary-secondary transitions,
namely none have focused on researchers’ worldviews, use of theories/models and adoption of
frameworks. The authors argue that it is important to understand researchers’ conceptual
frameworks and how these underpin their methodology, interpretation of findings and
conclusions. Using a systematic mapping review process, the authors found that most
researchers in the 96 papers did not offer their conceptualisation of transition and, of those that
did, few used that conceptualisation to underpin the research design and interpretation of findings.
The findings from this review have implications for developing a more robust research base which
builds on and critiques researchers’ theoretical frameworks in the field of educational transitions
research.

Three articles focus on transitions during the compulsory education period. Two focus on
primary to secondary school transition (Barlow; Stack et al.). Barlow explores the use of drama to
support the development of positive peer relationships during this significant period of transition
with associated changes in the educational curriculum, physical environment and social relationships
with adults and peers. The author identifies a paucity of literature using drama pedagogy during
primary-secondary transitions. Using a qualitative research paradigm, adopting Multiple and Multi-
dimensional Transitions theory (MMT, Jindal-Snape, 2016), and gathering data before and after the
move to secondary school in the Scottish context, the author found that the creative medium enabled
pupils to explore their hopes and fears in a safe environment and resulted in the creation of
friendships and reduction in anxieties associated with the move. The author recommends further
research in the use of drama to support this transition, the adoption of longitudinal research designs,
and designs seeking the perspectives of a range of stakeholders. Stack et al. investigate the experiences
of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder during primary-secondary transition in Ireland.
Drawing on Stage-Environment Fit theory (Eccles et al., 1993), and adopting a qualitative
research paradigm, they sought the views of children and parents using semi-structured
interviews. They find that the children were, on the whole, more positive about secondary
school than primary school and recommend that transition support should be individualised to
the needs of the child rather than adopting a universal approach. The third paper (Dunlop), drawing
on quantitative and qualitative data from a longitudinal study in one Scottish local authority,
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explores the relationship between wellbeing, attainment, and
transitions experiences from pre-school to leaving school and
outcomes for young people leaving school. The complexity and
individual nature of transitions experiences are highlighted. The
author concludes that the concept of “wellbeing needs” should be
better defined and adopted and that the concept of attainment has
tended to be overly restricted to literacy and maths which may
neglect areas where children are more successful.

Four papers focus on the transitions of students in post-
compulsory education. Willems et al., in a study conducted in
Belgium, focus on the transition of students into the first year of
university courses leading to a professional qualification, an area
under-represented in extant literature. The authors offer a critical
perspective on conceptualisations and the theoretical basis for
transitions research in this area and aim to add to our
understanding of the processes underpinning students’
experiences utilising a qualitative methodology. The authors
found a complex inter-relationship between the themes and
sub-themes which emerged in the findings and, similar to Stack
et al.; Dunlop, commented on the individualised nature of the
experiences. Bethel et al. focus on the transitions of international
students entering higher education in New Zealand. The authors
highlight the multiple transitions (e.g., cultural, educational, social,
practical) experienced by students and the potential impact on
psychological well-being. The authors are interested in the role of
contextual factors which are open to change, such as
connectedness, and focus on the mediational role of host
national connectedness on the psychological adaptation of
international students. Using path analysis to test a predictive
model, the authors conclude that host national connectedness is a
“complex, multi-faceted construct.” Glazzard et al. investigated
the transitions of five individuals who identify as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, trans, or queer (LGBTQ+) as they enter and progress
through higher education. Conceptualising transitions using
MMT theory ((Jindal-Snape, 2016), adopting a longitudinal
research design, and using a range of methods, the authors
found that individuals’ transition experiences were largely
positive in contrast with the “tragic narratives” in extant

literature. The article highlights the multiple and
multidimensional transitions of the students over a 3-year
period and the significance of identity. The authors
recommend a cross-university approach to curriculum design
and importance of institutional ethos to support LGBTQ+
students. Mateu et al. offer an insight into the transitions of
elite athletes moving into higher education, focusing on a specific
degree course, namely Physical Activity, and Sport Sciences
(PASS). The researchers set out to investigate participants’
perceptions of the negative (barriers and demands) and
positive (resources) aspects of the experience, as well as the
differential transition pathways. The authors recommend that
educational institutions and sports organisations enhance
existing approaches to help elite athletes navigate a degree
course with both practical and educational components.

Finally, one paper looks at the transitions of early career
academics (ECAs) in higher education (Rientes and Hosein). The
authors use Social Network Analysis to investigate the lived
experiences of individuals who participated in a professional
development programme. They found that ECAs tended to find
support from their partners or individuals at the same hierarchical
level rather than individuals in senior management roles. The
authors propose that institutions should consider the
development of additional spaces to support the professional
development of ECAs and recommend that future research
should focus on the social networks of mid-career academics.

To conclude, despite research being conducted in different
countries and the adoption of a range of research paradigms,
methodologies and methods, authors have highlighted the
multiple nature of transitions; offered a balanced discourse;
and recommended the importance of individual transitions
and individualised support.
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Interest in studying the different transitions faced by elite athletes throughout their
careers has grown significantly in recent years. While transition from secondary school
to university is an important research area in Europe, there is a void of studies on how
student-athletes experience the transition to specific degrees. One of the most sought-
after university degrees among elite athletes in Spain is a degree in Physical Activity and
Sport Sciences (PASS). The first aim of this study was to investigate the main demands,
barriers, and resources perceived by elite student-athletes in various phases of dual
career transition to a university degree in PASS. The second aim was to identify the
transition pathways pursued depending on the subjective importance they attached to
sport and education. Eleven elite student-athletes (Mage = 20.7, SD = 1.6 years) who
were in their second and third year of the degree in PASS participated in semi-structured
interviews. Deductive-inductive thematic analysis of the interview transcripts revealed
three main themes: (a) general university transition issues, (b) PASS-specific transition
issues, and (c) transition pathways. Our results show that the close link between sport
and the content of the degree was perceived by the elite student-athletes as their main
resource. This link, however, was also perceived as a major barrier as the compulsory
practical subjects entailed a risk of injury or overtraining that could affect both athletic
and academic development. We noticed how the importance they attached to sport or
studies varied at different moments of the transition period, a phenomenon we termed
“fluid transition pathways.” Dual career promotion for elite athletes is an important part
of European sports policy, and our findings provide new knowledge that could help
Spanish PASS faculties develop specific assistance programs to support transitioning
student-athletes.

Keywords: transition, dual career, elite sport, higher education, sport sciences
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been growing interest in the career
transitions experienced by elite athletes at different moments and
in different spheres of their lives, such as the transition from
junior to senior competition (Chamorro et al., 2016; Torregrossa
et al., 2016; Stambulova et al., 2017) and the transition from sport
to an alternative career in the wider labor market (Torregrossa
et al., 2015; Vilanova and Puig, 2017; Brown et al., 2018).

Career transitions have been defined as “turning phases
or shifts in athletes’ development associated with a set of
specific demands that athletes have to cope with in order to
continue successfully in sport and/or other spheres of their
life” (Stambulova and Wylleman, 2014, p. 607). According to
the holistic athletic career model (Wylleman et al., 2013), elite
athletes develop their careers and experience transitions in
a range of sporting and non-sporting contexts encompassing
athletic, psychological, psychosocial, academic, and financial
domains. Transitions can be normative, non-normative, or quasi-
normative. Normative transitions are relatively predictable (e.g.,
transition from junior to senior sport), while non-normative
transitions are unpredictable (e.g., transition due to injury)
(Stambulova et al., 2009) and quasi-normative transitions are
predictable for certain groups of athletes (e.g., transition to non-
compulsory education, cultural transitions) (Stambulova, 2016).
The ability to predict normative and quasi-normative transitions
creates an opportunity to prepare athletes to face them in advance
(Alfermann and Stambulova, 2007).

The concept of a dual career, combining sport and education
or work, is a growing research area (Aquilina, 2013; Stambulova
and Wylleman, 2019). Transition from secondary education to
university is a quasi-normative, non-sports-related transition that
has been shown to be of great importance in the life of elite
student-athletes (ESAs) (Tekavc et al., 2015; Miró et al., 2018).
It forms part of the academic-vocational development of ESAs
who decide to pursue a dual career in sport and education after
secondary school (Aquilina and Henry, 2010; Wylleman et al.,
2013; De Brandt, 2017). In a longitudinal study of Spanish ESAs,
Pérez-Rivasés et al. (2017) identified four phases within this
transition: (a) preparation (last year of secondary school up to
university entrance exams), (b) immersion (first contact with
university up to first exams), (c) learning (beginning of second
semester up to end of first academic year), and (d) adaptation
(entire second year).

Transition to higher education among elite athletes has been
addressed in numerous studies, many of which have been
conducted in the United States (Tracey and Corlett, 1995; Petrie
and Stoever, 1997; Giacobbi et al., 2004; Petitpas et al., 2009;
Naphy, 2016). In Europe, studies on transitions between different
levels of education have provided useful insights into problems
associated with these life changes (Stambulova and Wylleman,
2014). Researchers from numerous countries, including the
United Kingdom (McKenna and Dunstan-Lewis, 2004; Brown
et al., 2015), Belgium (De Brandt, 2017; De Brandt et al., 2018),
Slovakia (Geraniosova and Ronkainen, 2015), Italy (Guidotti
et al., 2015; Lupo et al., 2017a,b; Brustio et al., 2019), and Spain
(Álvarez and López, 2012; Pérez-Rivasés et al., 2017; Mateu et al.,
2018b; Miró et al., 2018), have analyzed multiple aspects of

transitioning from school to university among ESAs, such as
the demands of combining sport and study, the importance of
effective dual career assistance systems and competencies such as
time management and planning, gender differences in academic
qualifications, and perceptions of transitional experiences.

A number of explanatory models have been developed
over the years to help define the processes, outcomes, and
factors associated with transitions (Schlossberg, 1981; Taylor and
Ogilvie, 1994; Stambulova, 2003). The athletic career transition
model proposed by Stambulova (2003) is particularly interesting,
as it helps explain the different types of transition that may
occur in an athlete’s career, including transitions into new
educational settings (Brown et al., 2015; Stambulova et al., 2015).
Stambulova’s (2003) model considers transitions to be processes
in which athletes must apply different strategies to cope with
a series of demands. The effectiveness of these strategies will
depend on existing resources and barriers (internal and external
factors that facilitate or hinder the coping process). The transition
is considered to be successful when the athletes overcome the
demands they face; if they are unable to cope, they will experience
what Stambulova calls a “crisis transition” and may require
psychological support.

Athletic identity is another important factor in the study of
career transitions of athletes. This concept has been defined as the
degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role and
the importance they give to this life sphere over others (Brewer
et al., 1993; Lally, 2007). National and international studies
and reviews of career termination in sport have established
that athletic identity influences how an athlete adapts to and
perceives transition. A high level of athletic identity has been
associated with adaptation difficulties and negative emotions and
perceptions (Brewer et al., 2000; Alfermann and Stambulova,
2007; Lavallee and Robinson, 2007; Pallarés et al., 2011). Pallarés
et al. (2011) described three elite athlete career pathways that
varied according to the priority placed on sport and education:
(a) a linear path, where sport only is prioritized; (b) a convergent
path, where sport is prioritized but combined with education; and
(c) a parallel path, where sport and education are given equal
priority. According to Miró et al. (2018), ESAs need to have a
multidimensional (i.e., athletic, academic, and other) identity if
they are to better maintain a dual career in sport and education
after secondary school, and having this multidimensional identity
offers greater guarantees of transition success. Studies conducted
in the United States (Cox et al., 2009) and Taiwan (Huang et al.,
2016) have not found athletic identity to be a determining factor
in how ESAs perceive barriers in the university environment.

It is not uncommon for elite athletes who decide to go to
university to choose to study Physical Activity and Sport Sciences
(PASS), as this is a field in which they feel particularly comfortable
(Honta, 2007). According to Honta, however, this decision may
not always be the most appropriate, as the physical requirements
of the curriculum may increase fatigue levels. Furthermore, the
wide variety of physical and sporting activities that students
studying PASS need to perform in order to pass different subjects
(Mateu et al., 2018a) might even have a negative effect on athletic
performance as elite athletes are typically highly specialized in a
given sport (Honta, 2007). Nonetheless, nearly 20% of Spanish
Olympic athletes choose to study a PASS degree (cfr. Iríbar,
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2003), and in Spain, there is a royal decree that stipulates that
universities must reserve 3% of all university places and 5% of all
PASS places for elite athletes (Royal Decree 971/2007, 2007).

While each athlete’s career path is unique, common patterns
emerge among certain groups of athletes (Alfermann and
Stambulova, 2007). A number of studies have examined the
transitional experiences of ESAs from specific sports (Gledhill
and Harwood, 2015; Tekavc et al., 2015; Guirola et al., 2016;
Pink et al., 2018; Gavala-González et al., 2019), but to our
knowledge, no studies to date have analyzed the experiences of
ESAs enrolled in a specific degree. The first aim of this study
was to investigate how ESAs pursuing a dual career in sport
and education perceive demands, barriers, and resources during
various phases of their transition from school to university to
study a degree in PASS. The second aim was to identify the
transition pathways followed by the ESAs depending on the
subjective importance they attached to sport and education.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Philosophical Underpinning
This descriptive, retrospective study is framed within the post-
positivist paradigm. According to Sparkes and Smith (2014),
this position subscribes to realist ontology, that is, it assumes
the existence of a single, objective, and understandable external
reality, allowing us thus “to formulate rules beyond time and
space in order to control and predict” as best as possible
(Sparkes and Smith, 2014, p. 11). Lincoln et al. (2011) claim
that the ontological position that characterizes post-positivism
is critical realism, whereby there is an objective external reality
that can only be imperfectly apprehended as observations are
fallible, meaning that all theories can be revised. The inherent
epistemological approach to post-positivism is a modified
dualism/objectivism (Lincoln et al., 2011; Ronkainen et al.,
2015) in which researchers are not fully separated from their
research. They can get close to the external reality, but they
must make efforts to reduce contamination. In other words, they
consider that their observations are fallible and that their personal
values and positions may shape their understanding of what
is being studied.

Setting
The PASS degree is one of the most highly sought-after degrees
in Spain and is offered by over 50 public and private universities.
This study was carried out at a PASS faculty with over 730
students at a public university in Barcelona. Barcelona is the
city in Spain with a strongest sporting tradition; it hosted the
1992 Summer Olympic Games, and it has important structures
supporting the practice of elite sport and the development of
elite athletes. The PASS faculty has a dual career assistance
program that provides support to approximately 50 ESAs. The
program offers several services designed to help elite athletes
combine their athletic career and studies. ESAs enrolled in
the program are given, for example (a) extended periods for
requesting single-test evaluations and can (b) be assessed by
continuous evaluation despite not having attended 80% of classes,
(c) reschedule evaluation activities (exams, assignments, etc.) due

to sporting commitments or injuries, (d) enroll part-time, and (e)
switch classes to reconcile academic and training schedules. Each
ESA also has a tutor, who is a member of the faculty’s teaching
staff. Tutors are responsible for counseling ESAs and mediating
with other lecturers in the event of conflict.

Participants
The participants for this study, who where enrolled in the faculty’s
dual career assistance program, were recruited by criterion
sampling (Sparkes and Smith, 2014), facilitated by the fact that
three of the authors (PM, EI, and AV) are tutors in the program.
To be eligible for inclusion, the participants had to (a) be an
active elite athlete1, (b) be enrolled in the university’s PASS
degree, and (c) be in or have recently completed the adaptation
phase of transition from secondary to higher education (Pérez-
Rivasés et al., 2017) (i.e., they had to be in their second or third
year of university). Eleven ESAs (eight men and three women)
volunteered to participate in the study and met the selection
criteria. The greater presence of men in the sample reflects the
distribution of male and female students in the PASS degree in
Spain (just 18% of students enrolled in this degree are female)
(Serra et al., 2019). At the time of data collection, the ESAs (listed
with their pseudonyms in Table 1) were aged between 19 and
24 years (Mage = 20.7, SD = 1.6). They represented nine different
individual or team sports.

Instruments
We opted to conduct semi-structured interviews for data
collection since insights into transition to university will be
largely determined by individual experiences and perceptions.
Semi-structured interviews give participants greater control than
questionnaires or structured interviews (Sparkes and Smith,
2014), as they allow them to tell their story in their own
words, without limitations. The main tool used to stimulate

1In this study, the term “elite athlete” is used as a generic term to refer to an athlete
who trains and competes at a high level. We included all types of elite athletes
covered by the PASS faculty’s dual career assistance program: “high-level athletes”
and “high-performance athletes” as per the Spanish Royal Decree 971/2007, 2007
and “Catalan high-level athletes” as per the Catalan Decree 337/2002. Professional
athletes, i.e., athletes with an employment relationship with a sports clubs and/or
another organization, were included in this definition as well.

TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the participants.

Participant Sex Age Year of study Sport Competition level

Glòria W 20 3rd Individual International

Raquel W 21 2nd Team National

Greta W 24 3rd Individual International

Martí M 19 2nd Individual International

Enric M 19 2nd Team Regional

Pol M 20 3rd Individual International

Joaquim M 20 2nd Team International

Gerard M 20 2nd Individual National

Gustau M 21 3rd Team International

Carles M 21 2nd Team International

Cesc M 23 3rd Individual National

W, women; M, men.
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contributions was the research diagram, which is a graphic
elicitation tool that “may yield contributions from interviewees
that are difficult to achieve by verbal exchanges alone” (Crilly
et al., 2006). The diagram used in this study was designed
based on the theoretical models of Stambulova (2003); Wylleman
et al. (2013), and Pérez-Rivasés et al. (2017), and its purpose
was to identify the most significant experiences of ESAs
studying PASS as they transitioned from secondary school to
university. The diagram consisted of an upper timeline indicating
the different milestones (e.g., end of last year at secondary
school, university entrance exams) along the transition pathway
that define the different phases of this process: preparation,
immersion, learning, and adaptation (Pérez-Rivasés et al., 2017).
The larger central area of the diagram contained two boxes.
The box on the left, representing Stambulova’s (2003) concepts
of demands, resources, and barriers contained the words
“situations experienced,” accompanied by two smaller boxes
stating “facilitators” and “difficulties.” To capture information
related to the different domains of ESA development (athletic,
psychological, psychosocial, academic-vocational, and financial)
(Wylleman et al., 2013), the boxes were surrounded by a
circular line including the words: “sport,” “feelings,” “people,”
“studies/work,” and “money.” On the right, there was a box
stating “solution: actions taken, help from others, circumstances”
to capture Stambulova’s (2003) concept of coping strategies and
other factors that might have helped the ESAs to overcome the
demands of transition.

Procedure
We contacted the participants by email to explain the purpose
of the study and the associated ethical and logistical issues. All
interviews were conducted in the first semester of the 2018–
2019 academic year and were held in different locations to suit
the needs and preferences of the participants, although most of
them were held on campus. Two actions were taken with the aim
of minimizing power asymmetries between the interviewer and
interviewees (Anyan, 2013). On the one hand, the interviews were
conducted by the first author, who unlike the other authors, who
all hold stable faculty positions, is a Ph.D. student closer in age to
the participants. On the other hand, the interviews were carried
out in a relaxed environment such as the faculty canteen or a
quiet bar rather than in more formal office spaces. The interviews
lasted an average of 49 min. Before beginning the interviews,
the participants were reminded about the aim of the study and
about data confidentiality and processing issues. They were given
pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. They then read and signed
the informed consent documents. All interviews were conducted,
tape-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis
We conducted a thematic analysis, which is an appropriate
method for understanding people’s experiences and perspectives
in relation to certain issues (Braun et al., 2016). The data analysis
process was both deductive and inductive and consisted of several
steps. (1) The authors familiarized themselves with the data by
reading and re-reading the transcripts of the interviews. (2) Using
the qualitative data analysis software package NVivo 12 (QSR
International), we designed a preliminary theory-based proposal

for coding the data grounded in the athletic career transition
model (Stambulova, 2003), the holistic athletic career model
(Wylleman et al., 2013), and the career pathways described by
Pallarés et al. (2011) and Miró et al. (2018). As an example,
we used the developmental layers described by Wylleman et al.
(2013) to distribute the ESAs’ experiences into five domains:
athletic, psychological, psychosocial, academic, and financial.
(3) We then deductively organized the data into the defined
categories. (4) We re-read the structured data and created new
codes by means of inductive analysis, taking into account both
semantic/explicit and latent/implicit information (Braun et al.,
2016). (5) We re-reviewed the data and grouped them into three
main themes: general university transition issues, PASS-specific
transition issues, and transition pathways. (6) The final step of
this process was to produce the research report.

The methodological integrity of our research was guaranteed
by following the Reporting Standards for Qualitative Research
(American Psychological Association, 2020). Considering our
inquiry design and approach, the data collection method (semi-
structured interview) and instrument (research diagram) were
deemed to be the most suitable tools for capturing relevant
information to answer the research questions. In addition,
the fact that the study was performed by a multidisciplinary,
international team with different levels of academic experience,
cultural frameworks, and positions will have helped reduce
individual and institutional biases among the three authors
who work at the PASS faculty. Discussions among the different
members of the team helped with research (re)design and data
(re)structuring and (re)interpreting. In addition, meetings and
discussions helped us explore our own identities and positioning
(e.g., Spanish dual career context connoisseurs vs. connoisseurs
of other cultural contexts, PASS faculty workers vs. outsiders).
Our findings are evidence-based and we provide relevant quotes
from the interviews as proof. The authors’ engagement in the
data collection process is described in the data analysis section.
As shown in the discussion section, our findings are insightful
and meaningful in relation to the literature and our study goal.
We also provide contextual information such as the setting of the
study and detailed information about participants that is not just
limited to descriptions but also provides explanations on issues
such as the gender bias present in the sample.

RESULTS

General University Transition Issues
Several of the ESAs reported stress and a lack of time to
study during the preparation phase of the transition process;
they attributed this to their sporting commitments, since they
were competing and/or training at more than one level at the
same time:

Raquel: In the last year of secondary school, I started playing
on the senior team, while still playing junior. I was on both teams.
And of course, the last year of secondary school, you know that
just after you finish, you have la selectividad (Spanish university
entrance exams), there is much to study. . . I had two games every
weekend, and it (studying) was complicated because of this. I was
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in the last year of secondary school, I wanted to study PASS, and
the entry grades weren’t exactly low.

These feelings were even more intense in ESAs who also had
work commitments:

Carles: Every Saturday morning I played with the junior
team, in the first half of the afternoon I competed in
swimming, in the second half I played with the senior
B water polo team, and in the evening I played with
the senior A team. I was busy all Saturday. And on
Sundays I had to go to the games of the kids I was
training. It was chaos.

The immersion phase was generally perceived as a period
with significantly greater academic demands compared with
secondary school.

Greta: There was definitely a noticeable change. In fact, I
got through secondary school by just going to class and
reading my notes the day before each exam. When you
start university. . . you start with anatomy, psychology,
sports. . . it’s a mix, you know? There’s a lot of content, and
I got to January (first exams) saying “wow.”

Transition to university usually coincides with other
important transitions, such as the transition from junior to
senior competition. In our sample, this transition was perceived
as more or less challenging depending on the sport, the level
at which the ESAs were competing, and the career path they
were pursuing:

Cesc: If before you had to make “X” time to qualify
for a junior championship, which was already quite
demanding, now you have to reduce this time by 5 or
8 s to qualify for a senior championship. It’s an enormous
change. It’s not easy. [. . .] When I was at secondary
school, qualifying for an international championship was
an achievable goal, but now that I’m a senior, I see it as
very far away. Whether you like it or not, your motivation
drops a little as you suddenly see that you are very far from
the minimum qualifying times.
Joaquim: Last year I was still a junior. I moved up to senior
this year, but to be honest I haven’t noticed the change
because both teams usually train at the same time. I have
trained with higher-level teams since I was young, and the
training sessions often overlapped. When they didn’t, I
stayed on longer and did two sessions in a row, one for my
category and one for the next. As a junior I always trained
with the senior team, so I haven’t noticed any changes
in training load.

An important barrier mentioned by several ESAs in relation
to successfully combining their sporting and academic activities
was a lack of time to study. As the demands in both areas tended
to increase after the transition from school, the ESAs reported
that they needed to dedicate more time to achieving their goals
in both areas. Not reaching these goals caused them stress and
frustration. This perception was shared by athletes involved in
team sports and athletes involved in endurance or logistically
complex sports such as skiing:

Pol: Trying to find 2 h a day (to study) was tiring, and
I managed to do it, but I felt worn out at the end of the
day. And of course, I’d like to think that it didn’t affect my
skiing tests, that it didn’t affect my athletic performance,
but I don’t know. . . it was hard. And the exam was hard
too, I remember that I managed to pass, but I was angry
because I didn’t get a good grade.
Gustau: I have moved up through every category to reach
the top team in my club. It’s a very professional level, we
train every morning and every afternoon. There are two
training sessions a day, and on Saturday we play matches.
So that always takes up most of my time.

A lack of foresight and ineffective planning can also result in
feelings of stress and frustration:

Martí: I wanted to do more than I could handle, I
started to study for my driving test, to do a ski instructor
course. . . and of course, everything came together. Maybe
it wasn’t just that the intensity of university and sport
had increased, I also wanted to do too many things. I
remember that I had so much going on in the first term,
I was suffering.

Competencies such as efficient time management
and planning of different activities and routines were
mentioned as important resources to compensate for the
aforementioned barriers:

Carles: You have to be very organized, have everything
scheduled, say “now I’m going to do this, then that.” If
you have 5 min when you don’t know what to do, this is
when you start overthinking and go crazy. This is when
you might break down.

The ability to take difficult decisions in order to
successfully combine sport and studies also emerged as an
important resource:

Joaquim: You have to choose what to do. Whether to go
for a stroll with your teammates or use that hour and a
half to study. Whether to go out and party or get a good
night’s sleep, get up early and be productive. You have to
make decisions that are sometimes hard to make, but. . .
I know that the choice is to study or mess things up and
have to repeat a subject next year.
Glòria: At the end of the first semester during my second
year at university, I wanted to quit the team. [. . .] It was
complicated, especially in terms of motivation, feelings. . .
I had realized that they didn’t value me, understand my
situation. They only wanted me to do (motorcycle) trials,
trials, and trials, and to give up everything else. But they
didn’t understand, or didn’t want to understand that I
didn’t want to quit studying to devote myself exclusively
to the motorcycle world.

The ESAs did not necessarily have the competencies and skills
needed to successfully navigate a career in sport and study when
they entered university. Rather, they acquired and developed
these as they transitioned through the immersion, learning, and
adaptation phases:
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Gustau: (The second year) I liked it more because I’d
already been here for a year, I had made friends here in the
faculty, I had met a lot people who helped me, for example,
by letting me have their notes, I was already more aware
of things, of how everything worked. . . I had learnt that
I had to go and talk to the lecturers, I knew that I had to
smarten up and not wait for my tutor to do things for me.
Gerard: I think that in the second year I really learned to
work as a team with the people at university. We did a lot
of work together and that gave me more confidence in my
relationship with others. . . I maybe didn’t have this level
of trust at first.

Some ESAs remarked that belonging to a sports organization
with training schedules that were compatible with their academic
commitments was an importance resource for finding a balance
between athletic, academic, and also personal and social domains
(by freeing up time).

Enric: Since I finish classes at 14:30, I have time to eat
calmly, I have time to rest, and I have 3 or 4 h that I can
use to study or as free time. It’s a different set-up to the one
I had with last year’s club, where everything was lumped
together, I only had 2 h to organize myself (between classes
and training). You could say that things have got better.

In the academic domain, ESAs perceived that their lecturers
were sometimes a resource and sometimes a barrier. Whatever
the case, the ability to negotiate emerged as an important skill in
terms of reconciling academic and athletic obligations:

Cesc: I always explain things, if I have to miss some classes,
I’ll mention this in the first few days: “I’m going to miss
this, because of that”. And you can see when the lecturer
is okay with this, when he or she understands. Obviously,
you won’t stop taking exams, you won’t stop handing in
assignments. . . but they adapt. “You can switch classes,
do that, let’s do this, come to my office”. . . You can see
that. Then there are others who. . . (sighs). . . who seem to
overexert themselves because of you.

One of the main resources mentioned in the academic domain
was the dual career assistance program and having a tutor who
could mediate with the lecturers.

Glòria: The program helps a lot. Especially as far as
missing classes is concerned, there are many lecturers who
say “no, your training sessions and travel are included in
the 20% of classes you are allowed to miss”. There are a lot
of lecturers who don’t understand what competition is all
about. In these cases I talk to my tutor and he explains to
them that I won’t be able to attend certain classes, and all
those things. And on you go.

Another important resource for overcoming academic
challenges was support from fellow students:

Cesc: Without my classmates, I would have failed every
single subject. Bear in mind that I can’t take notes, I
don’t know when assignments are due or when exams
have to be taken.

PASS-Specific Transition Issues
As per Spanish legislation, participants who were officially listed
as elite athletes enjoyed important benefits:

Gustau: PASS had a higher percentage of positions
reserved for those of us on the BOE (official) lists. . . if
you are in the top six in Europe or the top four in the
world, you enter the BOE lists, and you can get into any
university degree with a 5.

Some PASS faculties in Spain require students to pass a series
of physical tests in addition to meeting the entry grade. Because
of their regional or national status as elite athletes, most of the
participants in this study were exempt from taking these tests:
“I was already an elite athlete because I had represented Spain
in some competitions. So I didn’t have to take the physical
tests” (Martí). However, participants who did not qualify for this
exemption mentioned that the tests were not a problem:

Enric: I only trained for the swimming test. I took
advantage of the days I went to the gym with my football
team to do extra work and spent the last half hour in the
pool. The rest, with my training, was all “standard.”

One of the main barriers associated with combining an
elite athlete career and a degree in PASS was the negative
impact of practical subjects on training and performance outside
the university, as the activities within the degree could cause
significant fatigue:

Pol: We used to have sessions to put training theory in
practice on Fridays. And I remember that all the sessions
involved maximal fitness tests: Cooper, Navette, Léger-
Boucher. . . it was all about endurance. And. . . (blows
loudly) it was pretty brutal. [. . .]. The thing is that it
was all on top of the training I had to do anyway, it
was like doubling the load. There were weekends when
I was completely wiped out, knackered, and I would tell
my coach “Look [coach’s name], I don’t know why. . .”.
But actually it was because I had just done a Cooper test
to death in class.

Some ESAs also mentioned difficulties with certain practical
subjects due to their high level of sport specialization:

Glòria: It may seem strange, but the subjects I found
most difficult were the sports subjects [. . .]. For example,
I found it really difficult to do team sports, anything that
involved catching a ball. Those are the subjects I found
most difficult, and those are the ones that you would
normally say “well, they are the most fun”, but I liked them
the least, and found them to be the hardest.

The participants were also concerned about injury: “I felt really
stiff. Of course, some of the sports-based subjects are demanding,
almost dangerous, you know? Doing acrobatics. . . things I don’t
usually do to avoid getting injured” (Greta). Nonetheless, all
the participants who suffered an injury during the transition
period were injured while practicing their own sport, not at the
faculty. “With these sports, especially judo, rugby, and handball,
you can easily get injured. Obviously, there’s a lot of contact, a
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lot of sudden movements. . . But I have been lucky not to get
injured” (Joaquim).

It is important to note that injuries were perceived a
potential barrier to both athletic and academic development, as
students’ grades could be affected if they were unable to perform
certain activities:

Raquel: There are always two sides, if you get injured,
you hurt the team, you can’t play, you can’t train. . .
But, then, there are your studies. I mean, everything is
closely related. If I studied business administration, I
could get injured and it would only affect me in sport,
but in a degree like this. . . an injury makes you feel
powerless in both areas.

Coaching staff outside the university may facilitate or hinder
the successful combination of sport and studies. In an attempt
to avoid potentially harmful situations, some of these agents
tried to prevent their athletes from doing sport or physical
activities at the faculty.

Martí: I remember that he (the coach) wasn’t happy
about anything related to contact sports, like judo, rugby,
handball. . . It’s true that you are more likely to get injured
in all these sports, he wasn’t happy at all.

Nevertheless, most coaches were sympathetic to the ESAs’
situation and simply requested caution or, on occasions, adapted
training loads in accordance with classroom activities:

Raquel: They didn’t restrict us in any way, they know that
our degree is what it is. For training they take into account
what we are doing at university. For example, on Tuesdays
we have practical classes on training theory and we do
endurance tests, which are very demanding. And we train
on Tuesdays too. The team knows this because we tell
them, and they help us a little bit in that they don’t push
us so much that day, because they understand that this is
what a PASS degree is like.

In some cases, some ESAs chose not to mention to their
coaches that they were doing certain activities associated with a
risk of injury at university to avoid being restricted:

Pol: If I had an artistic gymnastics exam or something
like that. . . I would not tell him much about that either
(laughs). I always think “best not tell him what you’ve
done, because you already know what his answer will be.”

The ESAs mobilized different resources to maintain a balance
between the physical fatigue caused by their academic and
athletic activities and to minimize situations with the greatest
potential for injury. For example, they performed university
activities with less intensity than required, negotiated a more
discreet participation with their lecturers, or counted on the help
of fellow students:

Cesc: I haven’t stopped doing things because I have
training. . . Well, at some point, and when I saw that
the lecturer understood me better. . . “well look, today
I’m going to stay seated because I have an important

competition in 2 days, and it wouldn’t be good for me to
be running up and down the track.”

Greta: I played rugby and I liked it a lot. That said I was
very careful when tackling and stuff, but when it came to
running, feinting, doing the exercises. . . Here I was not
afraid of contact, because my classmates know that I’m an
elite athlete and they are very careful.

The ESAs mentioned that in most cases their lecturers were
aware of their concerns about injury and about the consequences
of becoming injured, and that they also knew that they would
sometimes have to miss class or an exam due to their sporting
commitments outside university. In general, the lecturers offered
the possibility of changing certain academic activities and,
within certain limits, they adapted the criteria for evaluating
certain subjects.

Enric: I told the sports lecturers with whom I had to
do practical classes that I was having an operation, that
I would be away for 2 weeks and that I could attend
the classes after that but not actually do the exercises
or activities until the end of the academic year, because
I would have to be in rehabilitation. And they helped
me, they said “yes, no problem”. Of course, most of the
lecturers on the PASS degree have been elite athletes
themselves, they can understand that.

There were also some, albeit fewer, mentions of negative
experiences with lecturers:

Greta: I was injured during an emerging sports class [. . .].
The lecturer said “you have to do it, even my grandmother
can do it”. And I thought “come on, if the lecturer says
this, knowing that as elite athletes we can have these
injuries. . .”. Luckily, a classmate said “don’t worry, I’ll do
it for you”. And well, when it came to practicing sport, a
simulation of a tournament, I did nothing.

Some subjects in the PASS degree are run intensively over a
few weeks and they represented a significant barrier for ESAs who
did not have flexible training or competition schedules.

Carles: I wasn’t able to participate in the intensive outdoor
activity week. Not because I was injured, but because I
couldn’t afford to miss a week (of training).

The close links between the ESAs’ athletic activities outside
the university and the content of the degree was highlighted as
a significant resource in terms of academic progress. However,
it should be noted that the PASS degree has a multidisciplinary
curriculum combining knowledge in high-performance sport,
health, physical education, sports management, and leisure.
Consequently, perceptions of the ease or difficulty of a particular
subject varied according to individual preferences:

Joaquim: It might sound like a cliché, but it’s easier to
study what you like than what you don’t. For example, last
year I loved sports psychology and motor skills. They’re
subjects I really like, that have to do with education, and I
found it easy to study them, to learn them. On the other
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TABLE 2 | Main resources and barriers perceived.

Levels of development Resources Barriers

General university transition issues Athletic Sports organizations with favorable training schedules Competing and training at more
than one level at the same time
(junior and senior)
Higher athletic demands

Psychological Time management and planning
Ability to take difficult decisions
Ability to negotiate

Feelings of stress, frustration
Lack of time to study Lack of
foresight, ineffective planning

Psychosocial Support from fellow students

Academic-vocational Supportive lecturers
Dual career assistance program

Greater academic demands
Work commitments
Unsupportive lecturers

Financial Acknowledgment of impossibility of making a living from
sport

PASS-specific transition issues Athletic Sport: overtraining, risk of injury

Psychological Ability to negotiate
Taking it easy with the practical subjects

Psychosocial Supportive coaching staff
Support from fellow students

Unsupportive coaching staff

Academic-vocational Close link between sport and content of the degree
Favorable legislation
Majority presence of former (elite) athletes or other kinds of
sports professionals among teaching staff

Practical subjects: overtraining,
risk of injury
Intensive nature of some
subjects (e.g., week of outdoor
activities)

hand, in secondary school, subjects like Catalan, Spanish,
English. . . all that was much more difficult for me
(Table 2).

Transition Pathways
An empirical taxonomy of the transition pathways (i.e., a
taxonomy grounded in empirical data) was identified based on
the experiences reported by the ESAs and the priority they
assigned to their athletic and academic roles. Three types of
pathways were observed. In the first group, the ESAs followed a
convergent path where they showed greater commitment to sport
than education:

Gustau: Some people put their degree before sport, they
miss many of the morning training sessions. But I’ve
always put training before studying, but at the same time
I try to do as much as possible for the degree.

Elite student-athletes on this convergent path perceived
greater difficulties associated with the transition to university,
although most of them successfully overcame these difficulties,
mainly because they were studying a degree that was closely
linked to their athletic activities:

Greta: I want to do things very well, but I can’t spend
as much time on my studies as I would really like to. It
is like. . . I know I could do better, and I’m not doing
better because I have a very time-consuming sport, and
this is my priority.

Martí: The pressure starts to increase when you start
university. But the truth is that, despite being the first
year. . . as there are many practical subjects, there are

many sports. . . maybe that is why it didn’t feel so hard,
because I like it.

Nevertheless, despite attaching greater importance to the
athletic domain, ESAs who chose this path showed conviction in
terms of continuing their studies, as they were aware that having
a university degree would be an important asset for them when
it came to retiring from sport and pursuing other social and
occupational activities.

Gustau: If you are involved in a minority sport, or are not
competing at a very, very high level. . . having an ADO
scholarship (scholarship from the Spanish Olympic Sports
Association) and similar stuff that allow you to keep going,
that allow you to live. . . well, you have to smarten up and
continue with the degree. If I don’t get a degree, what will
become of me?

The second transition path followed was the parallel or
balanced path, characterized by perceived equal commitment
to the academic and athletic domains. This identity balance
was indirectly evident in a number of comments, such as the
one below, which also shows how strong commitment to both
domains gives rise to feelings of stress:

Gerard: I felt very bad inside. . . I was always thinking
“now I have to train, but I should also study, I can’t just be
training, I have to study and be able to go to university”.
This feeling of. . . if I was not able to do both things at
the same time, that meant I would have to give up one
or the other. This feeling of “I don’t want to give either
up, because I like them both”. . . I wanted to continue
as far as I could.
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The third path was a convergent path in which ESAs attached
greater priority to their studies than to sport:

Joaquim: I have always thought that education was more
important than sport. And if I am here, if I have come
all the way from my home town to study this degree,
then sport becomes secondary, doesn’t it? If they told
me “either you stop taking volleyball at university or we
will not call you anymore, you will stop playing”. . . I
would say that I’m not going to play with the hockey team
anymore. I would either quit, or look for something else,
I’m sure that there are other teams that would accept me
and not cause any problems. But I would never give up a
university subject.

In the cases mentioned above, the ESAs showed stable
identities and commitments to the paths they had chosen.
We also, however, identified what we term “fluid transition
paths” in which ESAs attached varying importance to sport and
studies depending on the situation. The following quotes provide
examples of these trajectories. In the first case, the change was
related to an opportunity to advance the athlete’s career in a short
period of time:

Martí: This year I have a more sports-oriented goal, I
am looking for a big improvement. Because this year the
World Roller Games are being held here in Barcelona.
[. . .] It is a very important competition within the world of
skating, within my sport. It’s a kind of skating “Olympics”,
with 11 disciplines. And well, I decided that, since I’d
performed well last year, had good results. . . I want to go
one step further. [. . .] This year I am focusing more on
the sports part.

We also observed that qualitative improvements in athletic
performance and the consequences of these improvements, such
as moving to a new club with a greater chance of success, can also
change priorities:

Raquel: It’s true that maybe I had stopped training so I
could study, but that is on a general level, ok? In the
final year of secondary school and during the university
entrance exams. Because well, obviously at that time my
studies were more important. In my case, studies have
always come before sport. But now that I’m competing at
this level, it could be said that the scales have been tipped
to an equal position between education and sport.

The overlapping of transition to higher education and
transition from junior to senior competition can also influence
dual career paths, particularly for ESAs who perceive that the
demands of the athletic transition cannot be overcome or are not
worth overcoming.

Pol: The first and second years (at university) were the
most conflictive in this regard, because I really, really,
really focused on competition then. Now in the third year
I have tried to prioritize my studies a little more, although
I am still on the senior Catalan team. But I do try to
prioritize my studies more (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1 | Types and fluidity of transition pathways.

DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this is the first study to analyze dual careers
within the framework of a university degree in PASS. The
first aim of the study was to investigate the main perceptions
associated with demands, barriers, and resources among ESAs
during various phases of their transition from secondary school
to a university degree in PASS. The second aim was to identify
the transition pathways followed by the ESAs depending on
the subjective importance they attached to sport and education.
The main findings of our analysis showed that the close link
between sport and the content of the degree was perceived
as the participants’ most relevant resource for overcoming the
transition and continuing with their dual career. By contrast, the
increased physical demands resulting from the practical side of
the degree, together with other factors, such as the transition
from junior to senior competition (e.g., higher training loads),
represented the most significant barrier, as the risk of injury and
overtraining had potentially negative effects for both academic
and athletic performance. Lastly, we identified a taxonomy of
the transition pathways pursued and observed variations in the
importance the ESAs gave to the athletic and academic domains
as they moved through the transition process. We termed this
phenomenon “fluid transition pathways.”

The resources mentioned by the ESAs in the athletic domain
have already been identified in previous research and included
belonging to a sports organization with compatible training
schedules and studying, training, and living in close proximity
(Guidotti et al., 2015; Guirola et al., 2016; Pérez-Rivasés et al.,
2017). Although transition to higher education usually coincides
with the transition from junior to senior competition, which in
itself is a challenge (Torregrossa et al., 2016), we found that the
ESAs interviewed had differing perceptions of their transition to
university. The greatest barrier to pursuing an athletic career and
completing a degree in PASS was having to do practical subjects
as part of the degree as, supporting reports by Honta (2007),
these were associated with a greater risk of suboptimal athletic
performance and injury.

The participants showed a range of skills within the
psychological domain that helped them cope with the demands
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of transitioning from school to university, supporting findings of
several European studies that have highlighted the importance
of applying and improving these (and other) skills to achieve
optimal dual career development among elite athletes in higher
education. Key skills and competencies linked to successful
dual career management (De Brandt et al., 2018), include self-
discipline, effective time management, the ability to set priorities
(Petrie and Stoever, 1997; Geraniosova and Ronkainen, 2015;
Miró et al., 2018; Brustio et al., 2019), and career planning
and exploration (Torregrossa et al., 2015; De Brandt et al.,
2018; Miró et al., 2018; Gavala-González et al., 2019). In
our series, most of the ESAs were already thinking about
employment opportunities after university and after retirement
from sport, and this was an important motivator for them.
We also observed social intelligence competencies (De Brandt
et al., 2018), such as the ability to communicate and negotiate
with relevant agents in the academic and athletic environments
(Aquilina, 2013) and the ability to seek and accept help
from friends and/or classmates (Miró et al., 2018). Finally,
we observed emotional competencies, such as the ability
to manage stress due to the double demands of academic
and athletic commitments (De Brandt et al., 2018). Our
research shows how the ESAs gradually acquired some of these
competencies as they progressed through the different phases
of their transition, possibly explaining why the preparation
and immersion phases were perceived as more challenging
than the learning and adaptation phases (Giacobbi et al.,
2004; Pérez-Rivasés et al., 2017). Brown et al. (2015) call
this process “transition toward personal responsibility,” which
occurs as an ESA accumulates experiences at university and
learns the necessary codes, mechanisms, and competencies
to progress in this setting. The main barriers that were
identified were a lack of time, overlapping of academic and
athletic schedules, high expectations in both these domains,
and resulting stress (Giacobbi et al., 2004; Brown et al.,
2015). Acquisition of stress and expectation management skills
(De Brandt et al., 2018) can be essential, as even with
good planning and organization, it is not easy to perform
well as both an athlete and student (Gavala-González et al.,
2019). Faced with the greater time investment required in
both domains, most ESAs chose to prioritize the athletic
domain, leaving them less time to study (Gavala-González
et al., 2019). Contrasting with previous findings (McKenna
and Dunstan-Lewis, 2004; Gavala-González et al., 2019), none
of the ESAs in our study considered quitting their career
as an athlete because of the demands they faced during
transition to university.

In the psychosocial domain, the ESAs perceived their
classmates as essential agents for facilitating the transition to
university, supporting previous findings (Miró et al., 2018;
Gavala-González et al., 2019). Understanding and support
from the ESAs’ clubs and coaching staff, and interest in
what they were doing, also was an important resource for
balancing athletic and academic commitments (Giacobbi
et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2015; Guirola et al., 2016). There
was also a minority group of ESAs who perceived that
sports agents sometimes acted as barriers, showing that

there is still a tendency in certain fields and/or in certain
organizations to objectify their athletes, to see them as
mere results-oriented commodities rather than complex
individuals who feel, think, and develop in other life
domains besides their sport (Barker-Ruchti et al., 2016).
Finally, ESAs who moved far from their homes to study or
train experienced more barriers in the psychosocial field,
in particular feelings of loneliness, which were experienced
with greater intensity in the immersion and learning phases,
supporting previous findings (Tracey and Corlett, 1995;
Gavala-González et al., 2019).

In the academic domain, the Spanish legislative framework
for facilitating access to a university education for elite athletes
was perceived as an important resource, again supporting
previous findings (Aquilina and Henry, 2010). Other researchers
in Europe have reported that participation in a dual career
assistance program is a key resource throughout the transitional
period, as it helps participants balance their academic and
athletic commitments (Stambulova and Wylleman, 2014; Brown
et al., 2015; Geraniosova and Ronkainen, 2015; Mateu et al.,
2018b). Tutors as both counselors and mediators are an
essential part of these programs (McKenna and Dunstan-
Lewis, 2004; Mateu et al., 2018b). Nevertheless, it should be
noted that at our university, the faculty’s teaching staff is not
obliged to participate in the dual career assistance program,
as lecturers’ autonomy prevails over initiatives of this nature
in the Spanish university system. Thus, even though most
of the lecturers offered flexibility and were sympathetic to
the ESAs’ situation (Brown et al., 2015; Guirola et al., 2016),
conflicts and disagreements may occasionally arise between
teaching staff and ESAs (Mateu et al., 2018a). While tutors
can mediate in such situations, we also consider it important
for ESAs to develop communication and negotiating skills
to be able to manage potential conflicts themselves. Finally,
while the similarity between the ESAs’ athletic activities
and the content (and applicability) of the PASS degree was
highlighted as a resource (Lupo et al., 2017a), the risk of
training overload and injuries was shown as a potential
major barrier to normal dual career development, supporting
reports by Honta (2007).

In the financial domain, as most ESAs could not afford
to make a living from their athletic activity, in either the
short or long term (Guirola et al., 2016), they accepted
that their education was important for their future. This
would explain why even those with a stronger athletic
identity showed commitment to their studies (Geraniosova and
Ronkainen, 2015; Gavala-González et al., 2019). We therefore
understand that the ESAs’ limited capacity to accumulate
economic capital from their athletic careers motivated them to
pursue a dual career.

All the ESAs were very interested in succeeding both
as an athlete and a student, which coincides with previous
research studies such as that conducted by Lupo et al.
(2017b) and Brustio et al. (2019). However, they chose
different paths to achieve their goals (McKenna and Dunstan-
Lewis, 2004), which is consistent with the work of Miró
et al. (2018) and Pallarés et al. (2011) and, in our opinion,
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would suggest that the ESAs had multidimensional identities
characterized by different degrees of perceived priority attached
to the academic and athletic domains. Furthermore, our
results suggest that differing subjective importance attached
to athletic and academic domains was not a determinant
of perceived transition difficulties, possibly because of the
already mentioned similarity between the content of the
PASS degree and the existing knowledge and skills of the
athletes (Honta, 2007). We also observed that different
transition paths and hence different levels of commitment
to academic and athletic domains can vary over time.
We have called this phenomenon “fluid transition paths.”
Our position thus coincides with that of Hodkinson and
Sparkes (1997) in that we do not understand ESA careers
as trajectories, in the more deterministic sense of the word,
with clear start and end points, but rather as paths with
different forks and events that affect decisions and life
priorities over time.

We have addressed several aspects associated with
transitioning from secondary school to university among a
population of Spanish ESAs enrolled in a PASS degree. By
providing a better understanding of this complex process,
we hope not only to promote reflection in the academic
environment but also to encourage the development of
measures (establishment and/or improvement of dual career
assistance programs, collaboration between universities and
clubs, etc.) that could provide ESAs with a better chance
of successfully developing and completing a dual career by
enhancing the resources available to them and limiting, in
so far as is possible, the barriers detected. This goes beyond
just providing better academic schedules, which seems to
be a good solution for the combination of sport and studies
in the general group of Southern European elite student-
athletes (Brustio et al., 2019). In the case, for example, of the
obligation to complete certain practical subjects as part of the
PASS degree, alternative forms of evaluation could perhaps
be considered to help overcome this perceived barrier. In this
regard, synergies between dual career assistance programs and
other university initiatives for students with special education
needs could be enhanced. Likewise, we recommended that
young elite athletes still in secondary education, together with
career guidance counselors, carefully weigh up the benefits
and risks associated with pursuing a degree in PASS or
similar. And finally, the development of key competences
mentioned above (e.g., time management, expectation
management, career planning, and stress management)
is also an area on which sport psychologists and/or dual
career support providers can focus in order to provide
elite student-athletes with significant resources to deal with
their transition.

The main limitation of our study, like most studies of the
transitional experiences of elite athletes, is its retrospective design
(Alfermann and Stambulova, 2007). This design means that
there was only a single answer available for analysis and also
entails a risk of recall bias. Perhaps a longitudinal study, such
as the ones carried out by Torregrossa et al. (2015) or Pérez-
Rivasés et al. (2017), would have enabled a more detailed analysis

of the phenomena studied and their respective complexities.
Researchers should continue to investigate transitions to specific
university degrees among elite athletes, but should ideally
include several data collection points that reflect different
moments in time. Different types of universities (e.g., public
and private) might also be considered, as in Spain there are
important differences between universities in terms of dual
career assistance services as academic flexibility or economic
support (López de Subijana et al., 2014). It would also be
interesting to investigate the experiences of people who are
forced to quit their academic or athletic careers during this
transition period because they were unable to meet their
dual obligations.

CONCLUSION

We have described, for the first time, the experiences of
ESAs during their transition from secondary education to
a university degree in PASS. Through a thematic analysis
of transcripts from semi-structured interviews, we identified
a number of perceived demands, barriers, and resources.
Having to perform at times risky or strenuous tasks as part
of the practical subjects on the curriculum was perceived
as an important barrier that could potentially impact both
athletic and academic performance. It was not, however,
perceived as being sufficiently serious to lead any of the
ESAs to contemplate quitting either activity. The empirical
taxonomy of the transition pathways pursued by ESAs studying
a university degree in PASS, together with the fluidity
observed between these pathways, is an important contribution
of this study to the literature and our understanding of
dual careers and educational transitions in this setting.
Based on the above findings, we propose that educational
institutions and/or sports organizations design or improve
existing initiatives to facilitate the successful combination
of an elite career in sport and successful completion of
a university degree that is highly sought after by elite
athletes in Spain.
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This study explores the lived experiences of students who identify as lesbian, gay,

bisexual, trans, or queer (LGBTQ+) during their transitions into, and through, higher

education. Existing literature presents tragic narratives of students with LGBTQ+

identities which position them as victims. This study conceptualizes transitions as

complex, multiple, and multi-dimensional rather than linear. The objectives of the study

were to explore: the lived experiences of students who identify as LGBTQ+ in higher

education; the role that sexuality and/or gender identity play in their lives over the course

of their studies and LGBTQ+ students’ experiences of transitions into, and through,

higher education. The study is longitudinal in design and draws on the experiences of

five participants over the duration of a 3-years undergraduate course in a university in the

UK. Methods used include semi-structured interviews, audio diaries and visual methods

to explore participants’ experiences of transitions. Data were coded and analyzed

thematically. This study uniquely found that the participants experienced Multiple and

Multi-dimensional Transitions during their time at university and that these transitions

were largely positive in contrast to themainly tragic narratives that are dominant within the

previous literature. In addition, this is the first study to have explored the experiences of

LGBTQ+ students using a longitudinal study design. As far as we are aware, no existing

studies apply Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions Theory (MMT) to students in

higher education who identify as LGBTQ+.

Keywords: transitions, LGBTQ+, students, higher education, inclusion

INTRODUCTION

Large-scale studies have demonstrated that there is an increasing prevalence of student mental ill
health in higher education. In 2016, 49,265 undergraduate students in the UK disclosed a mental
health condition compared with 8415 in 2008 [(Universities UK (UUK), 2016)]. In addition, large
survey data from Vitae (2018) found that between 2011 and 2015 there was a 50% increase in
students accessing well-being services in universities. However, claims about increasing student
mental ill health should be treated cautiously as more students might be willing to disclose poor
mental health as a result of attempts to destigmatise it in recent years by the UK government and
universities [(Department for Education (DfE) Department of Health (DoH), 2017)].

Nevertheless, students who identify as LGBTQ+ have been found to experience an increased
risk of developing depression and anxiety (Neves and Hillman, 2017). Going to university
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can be both exciting and stressful. Students are expected to
navigate Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions across
different domains (Jindal-Snape, 2016). These are multifaceted
and unfold as students interact with academic, social and
institutional contexts (Cole, 2017). Students who identify as
lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans are at risk of experiencing
multiple stressors which can result in negative mental health
outcomes (Meyer, 2003; Hatchel et al., 2019).

The academic research on the experiences of LGBTQ+
students in higher education presents a bleak picture.Much of the
literature positions LGBTQ+ students as victims, highlighting
students’ experiences of bullying, harassment and discrimination
(for example, Ellis, 2009). Despite this dominant negative
portrayal of LGBTQ+ students’ experiences, more recent
literature has emphasized university as a positive experience
which provides students with an opportunity to explore their
gender and sexual identities (Formby, 2015). Grimwood (2017)
found that university students were more likely to speak up
against homophobic, biphobic, and transphobic discrimination
in universities than staff, which might indicate that they feel
empowered to challenge injustices. To the best of our knowledge,
there are no published studies that have explored the experiences
of LGBTQ+ students in higher education using a longitudinal
study design.

Although existing literature has focused on the experiences
of LGBTQ+ students in higher education (Ellis, 2009; Taulke-
Johnson, 2010; Tetreault et al., 2013; Formby, 2015), published
studies have not explored how students navigate transitions
both over time and within the same timeframe across different
contexts using a longitudinal study design.

Choice of University
Research indicates that for students who identify as LGBTQ+,
perceptions of safety, acceptance and tolerance (Formby, 2014)
are important factors which influence university choice-making.
Thus, theymay choose specific localities which they perceive to be
queer-friendly and accepting and theymay avoid places which are
perceived to be repressive or intolerant (Taulke-Johnson, 2008,
2010; Formby, 2015). These “push and pull” (Formby, 2015,
p. 21) factors also reflect broader LGBTQ+ migration patterns
(Cant, 1997; Valentine et al., 2003; Howes, 2011; Formby, 2012).
For example, research from the UK (Formby, 2015) and the US
(Stroup et al., 2014) suggests that discrimination based on sexual
orientation is more widespread on rural campuses.

For many students, the prospect of disconnecting from
families, friends and home communities to attend university
can be daunting (Chow and Healey, 2008). However, research
has found that students who identify as LGBTQ+ may
desire to escape from heterosexist and homophobic home
communities which have “strictly regulated boundaries of
acceptable (i.e., heterosexual) behavior” (Taulke-Johnson, 2010,
p. 256). Heterosexist communities strongly promote and regulate
heterosexuality as a way of life. Strong heterosexist and
transphobic discourses within these communities can result in
homophobia and transphobia. These serve to both regulate the
dominant discourses and to punish those who transgress from
them. These environments were “stifling” and “claustrophobic”

and “restricted their expression and living out of their gayness
due to them continuously being on stage” (Taulke-Johnson, 2010,
p. 260) and students are lured by environments which were
perceived to be more liberal, open-minded and which offered
freedom of expression (Brown, 2000; Binnie, 2004; Weeks,
2007) and in which individuals could be safely “out” (Epstein
et al., 2003). They may perceive university environments to
be queer-friendly due to perceptions of the level of education
and maturity of other students (Taulke-Johnson, 2010). In their
desire to escape from “the hetero-saturated nature of their home
towns” and “small town heterosexism” (Taulke-Johnson, 2010, p.
258) which forces them to maintain their invisibility, LGBTQ+
students may choose to embrace queer environments where they
can construct families of choice (Weeks et al., 2001) and queer
social networks which offer an alternative to the heterosexist and
often close-knit communities that they have been brought up in.

Student Accommodation
However, Taulke-Johnson (2010) found evidence that university
accommodation can be intolerant, unwelcoming, hostile and
homophobic. He found evidence of anti-gay sentiments being
written on doors of rooms resulting in gay students modifying
their behavior so that their “gayness” did not have a visible
presence in the accommodation. The homophobic bullying
resulted in feelings of isolation and psychological distress as
well as feeling obliged to educate housemates in order to
change their negative attitudes (Lough Dennell and Logan, 2012;
Formby, 2015; Keenan, 2015). Additionally, Valentine et al.
(2009) found evidence of inappropriate responses by institutions
to homophobic behavior in student accommodation such as
institutions moving the victims out of the accommodation
rather than the perpetrators. Although some students would
have preferred “gay-friendly” housing, others did not want to
be segregated into “gay only” accommodation and they wanted
their institutions to create safe, inclusive accommodation for
all students (Valentine et al., 2009). According to Foucault
(1977, p. 172), separate spaces “render visible those who are
inside. . . provide a hold on their conduct. . . carry the effects of
power right to them.” Separate housing is not an adequate
solution because it creates an ‘othering’ effect which leads to
further marginalization and discrimination. It can make the
process of ‘othering’ visible and results in the creation of colonies
of exclusion within mainstream environments (Valentine et al.,
2009).

Further, literature from the UK and the US has specifically
noted concerns about accommodation for students who identify
as trans or as gender non-conforming. These were due to lack
of gender-neutral bathrooms and shared bedrooms for these
students (Beemyn, 2005; Pomerantz, 2010; Krum et al., 2013;
Singh et al., 2013), and due to the negative attitudes and
misunderstandings of housemates (Formby, 2015).

Curriculum
Addressing the issues through the curriculum helps to foster
inclusive attitudes in all students, regardless of the subject one
chooses to study. Keenan (2014) has emphasized the invisibility
of LGBTQ+ issues in the higher education curriculum,
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supporting earlier research by Ellis (2009). This can result in
marginalization and curriculum invisibility is worse for trans
students who have reported a lack of trans experiences and
trans history reflected in their curriculum (McKinney, 2005;
Metro, 2014; NUS, 2014). Attempts to queer the higher education
curriculum have not been universal and literature suggests
that courses continue to be strongly heteronormative (Formby,
2015). Although some universities celebrate annual events such
as Pride and include a commitment to LGBTQ+ equality in
their policies, there is evidence in the literature that the higher
education curriculum does not seriously address issues around
LGBTQ+ equality. Students continue to be presented with the
achievements of the “same old straight, white men” and the
curriculum is “pale, male and stale” (student participants in
Formby, 2015, p. 32). For example, there is evidence which
suggests that LGBTQ+ issues are invisible in health-related
courses (Formby, 2015), thus presenting students with only a
partial perspective on their disciplines. This is surprising given
the association between mental health and LGBTQ+ (Bradlow
et al., 2017).

Campus Climate
Although one-off celebration and recognition events go some
way toward addressing LGBTQ+ diversity and equality, and
create a positive campus climate, all students need to understand
their responsibilities in promoting inclusion, diversity and
equality and LGBTQ+ inclusion is part of this broader agenda.

In the US homophobia on campus is endemic and there
is evidence of physical violence and verbal harassment (Ellis,
2009). This has resulted in a “climate of fear” (Ellis, 2009,
p. 727) in which students do not feel comfortable disclosing
their sexual identity. Additionally, there is evidence of students
negotiating their homosexuality by avoiding known lesbian and
gay locations, disassociating from known LGBTQ+ people and
“passing” off as straight (Ellis, 2009). Research by Rankin et al.
(2010) found evidence of name calling, homophobic graffiti and
physical abuse, all of which contributed to the creation of a
hostile climate for LGBTQ+ students. Students who identified as
trans reported higher rates of harassment and LGBTQ+ students
of color tended to report race as a reason for experiencing
harassment rather than their sexual and gender identity. Research
in the UK also presents evidence of homophobia on university
campuses (McDermott et al., 2008; Valentine et al., 2009; Keenan,
2014) and a negative campus climate has been related to students
considering leaving their course (Tetreault et al., 2013).

Plummer (1995, p. 82) has described the “coming out” process
as “the most momentous act in the life of any lesbian or gay
person” which does not just occur once and has to be repeated
when LGBTQ+ people meet new people in different contexts.
This can result in anxiety due to a lack of certainty about others’
response. It is difficult to “come out” to their peers at university,
especially when they share social spaces with male peers who
display anti-gay attitudes and if there is a strong heterosexist
discourse in the social and academic spaces of the university.
Intolerant, disapproving and hostile environments can forcemale
students to negotiate their homosexual identities by adhering

to upheld protocols of traditional masculine behavior (Taulke-
Johnson, 2008). This is a form of concealment which Meyer
(2003) identified as an effect of proximal stress. They may
even frame comments and anti-gay behavior as banter to form
friendships with heterosexual peers. However, this “banter”
reinforces anti-queer discourses and compulsory heterosexuality
(Keenan, 2015), and places pressure on individuals to keep their
sexual and gender identities in check.

Aldridge and Somerville (2014) found that nearly a quarter of
LGBTQ+ students thought that they would face discrimination
from other students. This is an example of proximal stress
(Meyer, 2003). Research has also found that fears relating
to prejudice and discrimination impacted negatively on levels
of “outness” in universities (Formby, 2012, 2013, 2015). This
suggests that even where bullying, prejudice and discrimination
are not experienced directly, fears around these can impact
negatively on LGBTQ+ students’ experiences of higher education
and thus, campus climate can be influenced by overt or
covert factors.

Research by Ellis (2009) reported the existence of homophobia
on university campuses in the UK and this also replicates earlier
findings in the US (Rankin, 2005). Ellis concluded that “[Lesbian,
gay and bisexual] students do not particularly perceive a “climate
of fear,” but [still] actively behave in ways that respond to such a
climate” (Ellis, 2009, p. 733). Ellis found that students deliberately
concealed their sexual orientation because they did not feel
comfortable disclosing it. Valentine et al. (2009) found that trans
students reported a higher proportion of negative treatment,
including threat of physical violence, compared to those who
identified as LGB and these findings have also been replicated in
the US (Garvey and Rankin, 2015). The masculine culture which
exists on some university campuses (NUS, 2012) may also make
some LGBTQ+ students feel uncomfortable and cause them to
conceal their identities (NUS, 2012).

Keenan (2014) found that despite institutional commitments
to equality and diversity, the lived experiences of LGBTQ+
students suggests that these policies are often not borne out in
practice. It is evident that abuse is still apparent on university
campuses, although in the UK verbal abuse is more common than
physical abuse (Keenan, 2014). Additionally, other research has
found that homophobic language is sometimes explained away
merely as “banter” but nevertheless this still pathologises students
who identify as LGBTQ+.

Positive Transitions
Gay male students have been portrayed in the academic
literature as victims (Taulke-Johnson, 2008) and accounts
have documented the impact of homophobia, intolerance
and harassment on their psychological well-being, academic
achievement and physical health (Brown et al., 2004; Tucker and
Potocky-Tripodi, 2006). These accounts situate queer students
within a “Martyr-Target-Victim” model (Rofes, 2004, p. 41) and
positive accounts are largely unreported and ignored (Taulke-
Johnson, 2008). Accounts which portray the “tragic queer”
(Rasmussen and Crowley, 2004, p. 428) with a “wounded
identity” (Haver, 1997, p. 278) are only partial and they locate
queer students within a pathologised framework. These accounts
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are largely unquestioned and remain unproblematised and label
queer students as victims.

Therefore, although experiences of homophobia, harassment
and discrimination are unfortunately a reality for some students,
it is important to offer a more balanced perspective which
reflects the lived experiences of the queer student population.
An alternative narrative which presents non-victimized accounts
of their experience offers a more nuanced, inclusive and
comprehensive insight into queer students’ experiences of higher
education (Taulke-Johnson, 2008).

During their time at university queer students can experience
fulfilling, enjoyable and empowering experiences. These
might potentially include falling in love, developing sexual
relationships, establishing new social networks and friendships,
and having fun. For some LGBTQ+ students, university is a
time when they can explore and develop their self-identities in
safe, accepting environments (Taulke-Johnson, 2008). Taulke-
Johnson’s participants emphasized how they had been able
to construct positive LGBTQ+ identities in accepting and
liberal environments whilst studying at one UK university.
These counter-narratives challenge the dominant discourses
of homophobia, victimization and harassment which are
well-documented in the literature (Greene and Banerjee, 2006;
Kulkin, 2006; Peterson and Gerrity, 2006).

However, despite these positive narratives, university spaces
once described as “threateningly straight” (Epstein et al., 2003,
p. 138), are places where varying levels of “outness” or
self-censorship (Formby, 2012, 2013) may exist. Even where
LGBTQ+ students experience university spaces as liberal and
accepting, the heterosexist and heteronormative discourse can
result in them modifying their behavior so as not to transgress
heterosexual norms (Taulke-Johnson, 2008).

Given that there is a paucity of research which present positive
narratives of LGBTQ+ students in higher education, this was
identified as a priority within the context of this study. Also, since,
to the best of our knowledge, no studies have explored LGBTQ+
students’ perspectives using a longitudinal study design, this was
also a key contributing factor which influenced the design of
this study.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS

Not all transitions research presents the conceptualization of
transitions to university, and not all conceptualization cover all
aspects of transitions. Transitions research broadly categorizes
higher education transitions into three perspectives; transition as
induction, change in identity and becoming (Table 1).

We conceptualize transition to university as a dynamic
ongoing process of educational, social and psychological
adaptation due to changes in context, interpersonal relationships
and identity, which can be both exciting and worrying (Jindal-
Snape, 2016). This conceptualization can be further understood
by using theMultiple andMulti-dimensional Transitions (MMT)
Theory (Jindal-Snape, 2012) which acknowledges that higher
education students experience multiple changes at the same
time, such as moving to a new city, organizational culture,

TABLE 1 | Perspectives on university transitions.

Transition as induction Transition as identity Transition as becoming

- Emphasis on induction

into higher education

and the first-year

experience (Krause and

Coates, 2008)

- Emphasis on the

student journey

(Furlong, 2009)

- Emphasis on linearity

and pathway.

- Emphasis on the move

from one identity to

another (Ecclestone

et al., 2010)

- Emphasis on the

discontinuous nature

of the process of

development (Gill et al.,

2011).

- Reject linearity and the

metaphor of a pathway.

- Emphasis on individual

student trajectories

(Pallas, 2003).

higher academic level. Not only will they adapt to these changes
over time, their multiple transitions will trigger transitions
for significant others, such as their families and professionals,
highlighting the multi-dimensional nature of transitions. Rather
than viewing transitions as linear and sequential, MMT theory
assumes that multiple transitions occur synchronously. In
addition, the theory suggests that transitions for individuals will
also result in transitions for other people and institutions that
they are connected to.

We can also understand transitions through Meyer’s
(2003) theory of Minority Stress which includes three
elements: circumstances in the environment (general stressors);
experiences in relation to a minority identity (distal stressors);
and anticipations and expectations in relation to a minority
identity (proximal stressors).

According to Meyer (2003), general stressors are situated
within the wider environment. These environmental stressors
may include experiences of social deprivation, financial pressures
or stressors within relationships. These stressors may be
experienced by individuals regardless of minority status. In
contrast, minority stressors relate to an individual’s identity and
their association with a minority group (Meyer, 2003), such as
the LGBTQ+ community. Thus, individuals who identify with
non-normative gender identities and sexual orientations may
experience minority stressors which also intersect with general
stressors. According to Meyer (2003) minority stressors are
categorized as either distal or proximal stressors.

Distal stressors include the direct experience of rejection,
discrimination, prejudice and stigma based on the individual’s
minority stratus, in this case, LGBTQ+ students. Proximal
stressors relate to an individual’s perception and appraisal of
situations. Students who identify as LGBTQ+ may anticipate
rejection, prejudice and discrimination based on their previous
experiences (distal stressors) of homophobic, biphobic and
transphobic abuse and prejudice. Meyer’s model identifies
affiliation and social support with others who share the minority
status as critical strategies which can “ameliorate” the effects of
minority stress and he argued that, in some cases, a minority
identity can become a source of strength if individuals use
their minority identity as a vehicle to pursue opportunities for
affiliation with others who share the minority status.

Transitions can expose individuals to various stressors.
However, for individuals with a minority status, such as those
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who identify as LGBTQ+, exposure to proximal and distal
stressors during transitions can result in negative transitions
occurring. We therefore argue that there is an interaction
between the two conceptual frameworks which supports their
relevance in the present study. The first research question
will draw on MMT theory to identify the types of transitions
that participants experienced. The second research question
addresses whether these transitions were positive or negative.
The final research question explores the factors which influenced
participants’ transitions. To address this third question, we will
explore the extent to which minority stress, and other factors,
influenced participants’ transitions.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study addressed the following research questions.

- What transitions did the participants experience throughout
the duration of their higher education studies?

- What were their transitions experiences and their impact on
the participants?

- What factors influenced the participants’ experiences
of transitions?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This section outlines the research design, the ethical
considerations associated with the study and the methods
of data collection and data analysis.

In line with our conceptualization of transition as an ongoing
process, we undertook a longitudinal study. We used multiple
methods of data collection for crystallization of a complex and
rich array of perspectives (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005).
To the best of our knowledge, a longitudinal study design has
not been adopted with young people who identify as LGBTQ+
before. In addition, we did not source studies which utilized the
breadth of research methods that we adopted in this study. Given
the sensitivities involved in this research, we used a case study
approach. This paper presents a cross-sectional analysis of the
data to identify common themes across the cases. These themes
included transitions, stress, resilience and coping mechanisms.
The theme of “transitions” was then further sub-divided into
types of transitions that were evident across the five case studies
but not necessarily all evident in each single case study. Types of
transitions included identity, social, academic, professional and
psychological transitions.

Interviews
Longitudinal narrative interviews can illuminate changes across
an aspect of a participant’s life (West et al., 2014). Therefore,
in-depth semi-structured interviews were used to explore the
participants’ experiences of transitions into, and through, higher
education. Interviews were conducted at three points during the
study; once in the first year of their studies, once during the
second year and once during the final year. In each interview
participants were asked the following questions:

- What social connections and/or personal relationships have
you established and how are these going?

- How are you getting on with your academic studies?
- How are you getting on in your accommodation?
- How would you describe your mental health now and why?
- What challenges or successes have you experienced?

In addition, participants were given some ownership of the
interviews through identifying pertinent foci for discussion that
related to their on-going experiences based on the photographs
they had taken and their recorded audio-diaries. Interviews were
digitally recorded and transcribed.

Diaries
Audio and written diaries can enable participants to efficiently
record their on-going experiences, thus facilitating data
collection in real time as participants interact with the different
contexts which influence their lives (Williamson et al., 2015);
they offer unique insights by capturing critical events as they
occur (Bernays et al., 2014). Diary methods can provide “a
continuous thread of daily life” (Bernays et al., 2014, p. 629)
and they can capture a “record of the ever changing present”
(Elliot, 1997, p. 2). For this reason, this method was deemed to
be particularly suitable for this longitudinal study. Participants
were invited to submit longitudinal audio diaries between
interviews. Many used the audio diary method as an opportunity
to document and reflect on critical incidents which related to
their transitions. No limit was placed on the number of diaries
that participants could submit. Participants recorded their audio
diaries on their mobile phones and uploaded these as MP3 files
to a password protected electronic folder which only they and
the researchers had access to.

Photo-Elicitation
To complement data collection through interviews and
audio-diaries, photo-elicitation was used, which is becoming
increasingly popular in qualitative research (Gibson et al.,
2013). Participants were asked to construct meaning from
photographs (Dunne et al., 2017) and it helped them express
their emotions, feelings and insights (Lopez et al., 2005). The
participant-generated photographs also provided opportunities
for them to document their ongoing experiences making it
particularly suitable for this longitudinal study. Participants
were invited to submit photographs between interviews. They
were informed that the photographs must not represent people
(to ensure that people who had not consented were not in
photographs) but should reflect their experiences of transitions.
Time was allocated in each interview for participants to provide
meaning to the photographs.

PARTICIPANTS

Participants who identified as LGBTQ+ and were in the first year
of an undergraduate degree course were recruited. They were
recruited from one university in England. The researchers did not
know or teach the students. This reduced the power imbalance
between the main researcher and the participants. An e-mail
was circulated across three university departments to recruit
participants to the study. This secured five participants who could
demonstrate a sustained commitment to the study over a 3-years
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TABLE 2 | Participant details.

Pseudonym Gender Sexuality /gender

identity

Age Ethnicity Number of submitted

photographs

Number of submitted

audio diaries

Number of words of

transcribed interview

data

Brentley Male Gay 20 White

British

5 6 12,370

Christopher Male Gay 20 White

British

2 3 10,427

Mark Male Gay 26 White

British

6 7 15,874

Elizabeth Female Lesbian 19 White

British

3 4 13,129

Andy Non-binary Trans 27 White

British

8 3 12,075

period. There was no attrition. Details of the participants are
shown in Table 2. Pseudonyms have been used.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Informed consent was sought using a participant information
sheet and consent form. Participants were assured of their
rights to confidentiality and anonymity. The research explored
sensitive aspects of the participants’ experiences of transitions
including their mental and emotional health. Participants were
pre-warned about the sensitive nature of the research and
signposted to support services both within and beyond the
institution. Ethical approval was obtained by the University’s
Research Ethics Committee.

DATA COLLECTION

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed by the first
author. Audio diaries were also transcribed by the first author.
Participants submitted photographs to a secure electronic folder.
These were discussed during the interviews. The participants’
interpretations of the photographs were digitally recorded and
transcribed during the interviews by the first author. All
transcriptions were verbatim. Table 2 shows the amount of data
that were collected during this study.

DATA ANALYSIS

This study used thematic analysis as the method of analysis.
Case studies of each participant were produced from the raw
data to illustrate the participants’ experiences of transitions. The
themes were drawn from the raw data for each participant. Braun
and Clarke (2006) have argued that “thematic analysis should
be the foundational method for qualitative analysis” (p. 78). The
transcripts were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-
stepmodel to generate themes. This process was conducted by the
first author and the themes were validated by the other authors.
Once the themes were identified for each separate case, cross-
sectional analysis was used to identify themes from across five
case studies (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This process involved

comparing the themes from across the cases and identifying the
common themes which were evident in all cases.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The following section summarizes the findings arising from the
cross-sectional analysis of the five case studies. Brief information
is first provided about each participant to set the context.

Brentley
Brentley’s initial transitions to university were not smooth. He
had started a course the previous year in a different institution
and had become heavily involved in the LGBTQ+ scene. He did
not develop positive social connections with his peers in student
accommodation. Brentley engaged in substance abuse as a result
of his participation in the scene and this resulted in poor mental
health. Brentley withdrew from his course and re-commenced his
higher education the following year at a different university. His
second attempt at higher education was much more positive. He
excelled on his course and made good social connections due
to making a deliberate choice to live with professionals rather
than students. He challenged homophobia on campus when he
experienced it and demanded changes to university policies and
practices to address this.

Christopher
Christopher’s initial transitions to university were positive. At
the start of his degree he entered a relationship which provided
him with positive self-worth. However, during his second year
the relationship dissolved, and this had a negative effect on
his academic, social and psychological transitions. Christopher
accessed support from the university counseling service and
eventually his mental health started to improve. With this
support he was able to complete his course successfully.

Mark
Mark was a mature student in his late twenties. Prior to
coming to university, he had experienced domestic abuse in
a relationship, and he had also been raped. His first year of
university was dominated by the rape trial and he sought support
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from the university counseling service. He was initially rejected
by the service because he was informed that the service did not
support male rape victims. He successfully challenged this and
eventually he was able to gain access to counseling. His mental
health improved as time progressed. He developed good social
connections through his participation in the LGBTQ+ scene and
he experienced positive academic transitions once his mental
health started to improve.

Elizabeth
Elizabeth’s transitions into student accommodation were not
smooth due to experiencing micro-aggressions from peers. She
moved out of student accommodation and moved in with
her long-term partner who was also studying at a different
institution in the same city. Following this, her transitions
through university were generally positive. She excelled in her
academic studies and it contributed to good self-efficacy. She
developed a secure social network of friends and rejected the
LGBTQ+ scene. She was undertaking a course of initial teacher
education and was exposed to discrimination during one of
her placements.

Andy
Andy was a mature student. Andy used they/them pronouns.
They had experienced homophobia in the workplace prior
to coming to university. At university they became an active
member of the LGBTQ+ society and through this they
experienced positive social transitions. Academic transitions
for Andy were smooth. However, professional transitions were
problematic. Like Elizabeth, Andy was training to be a teacher
and experienced direct discrimination during one of their school
placements. This resulted in Andy challenging university policies
and practices in relation to LGBTQ+ inclusion.

MULTIPLE AND MULTI-DIMENSIONAL
TRANSITIONS AND SUPPORT SYSTEMS

All five participants experienced transitions across several
domains (Jindal-Snape, 2012). These included social, academic,
psychological, professional, and identity transitions.

Apart from Andy, all had moved away from home to study
and had to develop new social connections. They all successfully
navigated their academic transitions, although for some this was
easier than for others. Mark was frustrated about the slow pace
of learning on his course. Christopher was able to cope with
the academic demands of his course, but he was not motivated
by the subject he had chosen to study. Elizabeth, Brentley and
Andy all excelled on their courses, and consequently, their self-
efficacy improved. They emphasized their academic competence
by stating the grades they were achieving. Mark and Andy
experienced psychological transitions by accessing support from
the counseling service to enable them to overcome previous
trauma. All had come to terms with their sexuality or gender
identities prior to attending university but most chose not to
primarily define their identities in this way. However, Brentley,
Elizabeth and Christopher said that they partially concealed their

sexuality, not because they felt obliged to do so, but because they
did not consider this facet of their identity to be significant.

Navigating professional domains was particularly problematic
for Elizabeth and Andy, who were both training to be teachers.
However, they used their negative experiences to bring about
positive changes at a structural level which resulted in a
transition for their institution. The participants navigated these
various transitions to varying degrees as they moved between
academic, social, psychological, professional and other domains
within the same timeframe. Participants’ willingness to challenge
structural discrimination (Mark) and homophobia (Christopher)
also resulted in changes to university policies.

All participants drew on their peer networks to support
them through the transitions that they experienced rather than
accessing support from their parents. For example, Elizabeth and
Christopher drew heavily on the support from their personal
relationships and friendships. Elizabeth’s transitions also resulted
in transitions for her partner when she left her university
accommodation to move in with her. Mark, Andy and Brentley
gained their social capital from friendship groups, which they
had established through shared housing (Brentley), through
participation in the scene (Mark, Andy) or through participation
in the LGBTQ+ student society (Andy). For all participants, their
social connections were critical in supporting them to adapt to
the changes that they experienced.

The social capital that the participants held was critical to
their ability to adapt to new situations as it enabled them to
provide psychosocial support (Lee and Madyun, 2008). Elizabeth
drew on her social networks and personal relationship for this
purpose when she experienced negative interactions with her
peers in student accommodation. Rienties et al. (2015) emphasize
how social capital can provide a sense of belonging to a social
group. Rienties and Nolan (2014) highlighted the important role
of social capital in reinforcing a sense of social identity. Rienties
and Jindal-Snape (2016) stressed the role of social capital in
providing solidarity and mutual support. The LGBTQ+ society
and the scene provided Andy with solidarity, mutual support, a
social identity a sense of belonging and social inclusion (Putnam,
2001). These factors played a role in supporting Andy to navigate
multiple transitions. Mark’s social capital was derived from the
scene. Brentley’s social capital was derived from his friendship
group but also from online networks which facilitated social
connectivity and access. Brentley’s restricted access to social
capital in his first university resulted in him withdrawing from
the institution. Thus, limited social capital played a critical role
in Brentley’s initial negative transitions into higher education.
Christopher’s social capital was derived from his relationship
with his partner, but his resilience was detrimentally affected
when this relationship broke down.

Research demonstrates that being part of a group is important
for successful transitions (Rienties and Jindal-Snape, 2016).
However, so too is self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 1985;
Rienties and Jindal-Snape, 2016). Students who are highly
motivated with goals and aspirations are more likely to
experience successful transitions at university (Rienties and
Jindal-Snape, 2016). Self-determination was evident in several
case studies. Brentley and Elizabeth were motivated to achieve
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good academic results. Mark was motivated to achieve a
successful lucrative career as a result of his degree. Their self-
determination enabled them to successfully navigate transitions.
Self-determination was less evident in Christopher’s case and
this might explain why he struggled with his course following
the breakdown of his relationship. Andy’s motivation to advance
equality and social justice was a form of self-determination which
enabled them to successfully navigate transitions.

The data were consistent with MMT theory (Jindal-
Snape, 2012). Transitions were not pre-determined or linear,
but rhizomatic. They were an everyday occurrence rather than
linear and sequential. The participants experienced synchronous
transitions as they navigated different domains daily. Transitions
were generally positive in that participants experienced university
as largely positive.

Identity Transitions
Transition was not a process of moving from one identity to
another (Ecclestone et al., 2010) but a process of exploring
multiple identities, often within the same timeframe.
Thus, participants weaved in and out of multiple identities
(professional, academic, personal, relational and social identities)
rather than moving from one identity to another (Jindal-Snape,
2016). For most, their sexuality was not critical to their sense of
identity in that they did not use it to define themselves.

The participants also mitigated stress through the extent to
which they allowed the LGBTQ+ label to define their identities.
Identity transitions were a part of the participants’ experiences
of university. Although some embraced their LGBTQ+ identities
(Andy), others invested in developing their academic (Brentley,
Elizabeth) or social identities (Mark, Andy, Elizabeth). The
participants were particularly keen to explore multiple identities.
However, identity was also a push and pull factor which
influenced other transitions as well as being experienced as a
transition. Some participants emphasized that their LGBTQ+
identity was not their primary identity (Brentley, Elizabeth). This
allowed them to navigate other transitions more smoothly. This
was evident, for example, when Brentley rejected the scene and
“all that jazz” (Brentley, interview 1) to focus on investing in
his academic transitions. Elizabeth was also not invested heavily
in her lesbian identity and this enabled her to focus on her
academic and social identities. Identity is therefore an influencing
factor which enabled some participants to successfully navigate
other transitions.

My LGBT identity does not represent my whole identity. It is
part of me. Before I came to university people saw me as a
lesbian. But when I came to university, I decided that I could be
whoever or whatever I wanted to be. I pushed back my LGBT
identity a little and although I have developed friendships with
other LGBT people, we don’t just talk about being LGBT. We
have other interests (Elizabeth, interview 1, October 2017).

I didn’t accept my sexuality and gender at first but now I do.
I can’t deny who I am. However, my gender and sexuality
are only fragments of me. They are not the whole me (Andy,
interview 1, November 2017).

Coleman-Fountain (2014) discusses how young LGBT
individuals often situate themselves within a post-gay paradigm.
That is, they resist being defined by their sexuality or gender
identity or even being defined by anything. They question the
meaning of labels which trap them into a narrative of struggle
and instead often choose to embrace a narrative of emancipation
(Cohler and Hammack, 2007) in which sexuality or gender
identity are not the prime aspect of a person’s identity. It could
be argued that repudiating labels is an attempt by individuals
with minority identities to establish an identity as an “ordinary’
person” (Coleman-Fountain, 2014). Brentley was keen to
emphasize that being gay was only one part of his identity and
he identified the importance of his identity as a runner, a student
and a brother. Elizabeth was proud of her academic identity
which was more significant to her than her identity as a lesbian.
Mark spoke a lot about his social identity by emphasizing his
friendships, but also about his identity as a professional within
the workplace. Christopher emphasized his identity as a partner
within a relationship rather than his identity as a gay man. Andy
emphasized their social and professional identities rather than
their non-binary identity. Therefore, it could be argued that
these were direct attempts by the participants to emphasize the
“ordinariness” of LGBTQ+ people (Richardson, 2004).

Literature demonstrates how some people claim identities
through labels, but others resist them (Hammack and Cohler,
2011). Although none of the participants resisted defining
themselves by their sexuality or gender identity, some did
define themselves by identities that made them appear to be
“ordinary,” thus refuting divisions based on non-normative
identities (Hegna, 2007). Brentley repudiated the stereotypes that
are typically associated with being gay, including flamboyancy,
dramatization and other associations with “being camp”. He
acknowledged that being gay meant that he was attracted to other
males, but he rejected all the “baggage” that is stereotypically
associated with being gay (see also Savin-Williams, 2005;
Coleman-Fountain, 2014). For Brentley, these characteristics
were not a valid form of masculinity (Coleman-Fountain, 2014)
and he sought an authentic identity which extended beyond the
boundaries of the caricatures that are dominant in the media
and on the LGBTQ+ scene (Savin-Williams, 2005). Christopher,
Mark and Elizabeth also acknowledged their sexuality, but they
rejected the associated stereotypes and refused to be defined by
either of these.

None of the participants denied the labels that related to
their sexuality, but they questioned their meaning, particularly
Brentley and Elizabeth. Apart from Andy, they turned their
sexuality into a secondary characteristic and invested instead
in what Appiah (2005) refers to as a narrative of the self.
They rejected collective ascriptions. They acknowledged their
non-heterosexual feelings but consciously refuted this as the
primary aspect of their identity (Dilley, 2010). They refused to
be unequally positioned in a hierarchy of sexuality and gender
which is embedded with assumptions and stereotypes (Coleman-
Fountain, 2014). Although research suggests that traditional
labels (gay, lesbian, homosexual) may be perceived as too limiting
(Galupo et al., 2016) and are often associated with stigmatization
and negative stereotypes (White et al., 2018), most participants
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in this study did not reject these labels. However, they did not use
the labels to describe a prime aspect of their identities.

Mark’s decision to “own” the label when he was subjected
to homophobic abuse was a strategy for not internalizing the
effects of the distal stressor to which he was exposed. Owning
the label was also evident in Brentley’s account of his experience
in the university gym when he witnessed homophobic language
which was explained as banter, and Christopher’s account of his
experience on the bus when he was subjected to homophobic
abuse. However, although these participants identified as gay, it
was not the primary component of their identities but when they
experienced inequality, they felt compelled to address it, thus
demonstrating moral courage.

Within the context of this study, the way in which the
participants negotiated their identities served to minimize the
effects of minority stress (Meyer, 2003). Their sexuality and
gender identities were only one component of their overall
identity. They had already integrated these identities into their
overall identities. When they experienced minority stress the
effects of it were negated by investing in other aspects of their
identity. Elizabeth experienced micro-aggressions in university
accommodation but her identities as a partner, a friend and a
student compensated for the stressors to which she was exposed.
Brentley emphasized the importance of being a runner, a brother
and a student as well as being gay. These multiple identities
helped to mitigate the effects of minority stress. Christopher’s
identity as a partner within a relationship helped to minimize
the effects of micro-aggressions to which he was exposed. Andy’s
prime identity was derived from being an active member of the
LGBTQ+ student society, which helped to negate the effects
of minority stress. Mark’s identity as a mature student and an
employee helped to mitigate the effects of homophobic abuse.

Thus, this study contributes to theory in that it has identified
a wider range of coping mechanisms to mitigate minority stress
than Meyer (2003) originally suggested in his model.

Social Transitions
Literature demonstrates that self-worth is influenced by the
quality of our relationships with others and the extent to which
we meet other people’s expectations (Jindal-Snape and Miller,
2010). However, during transitions individuals may lose the
relationships that have previously contributed to positive or
negative self-worth and they may receive different feedback from
new relationships which can have a positive or negative effect
on self-concept (see the seminal works of Cooley, 1902; Rogers,
1961; Coopersmith, 1967). All participants described difficult
experiences prior to coming to university which impacted
negatively on their self-worth. However, their social transitions
at university were largely positive in that they established new
friendships and relationships which contributed positively to
their self-worth and therefore their overall self-esteem.

Social transitions facilitated a sense of belonging for the
participants. The importance of the LGBTQ+ scene in fostering a
sense of belonging for individuals with non-normative identities
is a theme in the literature (Holt, 2011). However, although Andy
and Mark had embraced the scene, Christopher, Brentley and
Elizabeth rejected it and sought their sense of belonging from

other sources including friendship groups and relationships.
Literature demonstrates that the scene is a paradoxical space
which offers support and validation but also presents risks
(Valentine et al., 2003; Formby, 2017). It can also be an
exclusionary space (Formby, 2017). Brentley experienced the
scene both as risky and a place of exclusion, thus resulting in
him seeking a sense of belonging from other social networks. He
also initially struggled to establish social connections in student
halls which resulted in negative social transitions. However, he
managed to build good friendships later when he moved into
private housing.

Other students were acting like a bunch of buffoons, pushing
each other down the stairs and pulling each other’s pants
down. I didn’t fit in in student halls (Brentley, interview 1,
October 2017)

I was going out, getting drunk and was hung over 3 days
a week. I found a gray hair and that was caused by the
scene. I had my drink spiked. It is all drama on the scene,
people saying, “this person has been with this person” and
so on. I could not establish meaningful relationships. The
gay scene is like a “stale soup”. Every ingredient has touched
everything, it is all homogenous and everything tastes the
same. Occasionally you get the odd bit of Cajun spice (young
new guys) who join which makes it taste better (Brentley,
interview 2, October 2018)

For the last two years, I have deliberately chosen to live with
people who have jobs rather than students. I have been able to
build strong friendships with the people I live with. (Brentley,
interview 3, June 2019).

Christopher and Elizabeth felt excluded on the scene because
they did not identify with others and gained their sense of
belonging from friendships, intimate relationships, online
networks and academic study. Mark and Andy experienced
a sense of inclusion and therefore belonging on the scene.
Regardless of how their sense of belonging was met,
experiencing belonging was critical to the participants’
self-esteem. Collective self-esteem refers to an individual’s
evaluation of their own worthiness within a social group
(Hahm et al., 2018). Andy gained this through participating
in the LGBTQ+ society which provided a sense of belonging.
Research demonstrates that community connectedness is
associated with increased psychological and social well-being
(Frost and Meyer, 2012). The data in this study also suggest
that belonging is associated with self-esteem. Experiencing
a sense of belonging in the institution (Elizabeth), within
friendship groups (Brentley, Elizabeth), within the LGBTQ+
community (Mark, Andy) andwithin relationships (Christopher)
supported the participants to experience a positive sense
of self-worth.

Academic Transitions
All participants experienced smooth academic transitions during
their time at university and these provided participants with
positive self-worth.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 9 June 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 8127

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Glazzard et al. LGBTQ+ Student Transitions in University

I love learning. I am getting 70 s and 80 s in my assignments
and I am beginning to see myself as an academic (Christopher,
interview 1, November 2017)

I’m just in the coffee shop with my friends and we are
discussing Foucault. I never thought I would be bright enough
to do things like this. I feel like an academic (Christopher,
audio diary, February 2018).

Positive academic transitions were particularly evident with
Elizabeth who realized that she had good academic ability at
university, despite describing herself as an “average” student
during her time at school. Each participant successfully
completed their degree course.

I was labeled as underachieving in sixth form and I felt
defeated by it. I thought, what’s the point? However, since
coming to university I have been diagnosed with dyslexia. I
now know that I’m not stupid. I love learning. I am getting
70 s and 80 s in my assignments (Elizabeth, interview 1,
October 2017).

Professional Transitions
Transitions into professional roles were not smooth for Elizabeth
or Andy. Both were studying on professional teacher training
courses and both experienced negativity from colleagues in the
workplace during their professional placements. Andy used this
negative experience to implement changes to mentor training
programmes at the university to ensure that workplace mentors
understood their legal duties to prevent discrimination during
employment. These two cases demonstrate that universities can
meet their legal obligations in relation to ensuring equality for
students on campus, but this can break down when students
carry out part of their courses within workplace contexts.
However, the university is still legally responsible for the entire
student experience, even when students are studying away
from the campus. Andy and Elizabeth’s negative experiences
of professional placements resulted in difficult transitions into
their chosen profession but also resulted in positive changes
to university policies and practices, thus reflecting the multi-
dimensional nature of transitions.

Psychological Transitions
Social, professional and identity transitions can impact on
psychological transitions. Therefore, transitions in one domain
can impact, positively or negatively, on transitions in other
domains. We use the term “psychological transitions” to
mean the changes to the participants mental health as a
result of other transitions. Some participants concealed their
identities in the workplace, in their homes and communities
to reduce the likelihood of experiencing distal stressors (Andy,
Mark, Elizabeth), resulting in internalized homophobia and
psychological distress. However, although concealment was a
strategy used by some participants as a protective factor to
mitigate stress, it resulted in negative psychological transitions.
Negative social transitions resulted in Brentley developing poor
mental health during his first year at university. Negative
professional transitions in the workplace resulted in Andy

developing mental ill health and requiring psychological
intervention. Mark’s negative experiences in a relationship
resulted in him self-harming and requiring psychological
support. Christopher’s relationship break-up also resulted
in mental ill health. Lack of agency or restricted agency
impacted detrimentally on their identity transitions prior to
coming to university. However, during their time at university,
participants embraced their multiple identities which resulted in
positive psychological transitions. Some participants experienced
positive psychological transitions by accessing support from the
counseling service to enable them to overcome previous trauma
(Mark, Andy).

STRESS

The participants in the study drew on their networks to mitigate
the effects of stress. Networks included friends, relationships
and family, although support from family networks was not
a dominant theme in the narratives. The importance of social
networks in alleviating stress is a consistent theme in the
literature (Montgomery and McDowell, 2009; Rienties and
Jindal-Snape, 2016). Mark and Andy mitigated the effects of
stress not only through social networks but also through
accessing psychological intervention. The role of psychological
intervention in mitigating stress is also a consistent theme in the
literature (Meyer, 2003).

Some strategies for mitigating stress were evident through the
photo-elicitation. Regardless of the support they gained from
others and its role in mitigating stress, the participants also
mitigated stress through the extent to which they allowed the
LGBTQ+ label to define their identity.

The strategies employed by the participants to mitigate
the effects of stress were more varied than those strategies
originally outlined in Meyer’s (2003) model. Meyer’s model of
minority stress emphasizes social support as the key approach
for mitigating stress. Although the participants did rely on social
networks to mitigate stress, they also largely underplayed the
significance of their LGBTQ+ identities by embracing other
aspects of their identities. This helped to counteract the effects
of minority stress.

RESILIENCE

The participants presented themselves as courageous individuals
who were prepared to challenge inequality to advance an agenda
for social justice. Their courage in addressing discrimination to
advance equality and social justice resulted in empowerment
which enabled them to stay resilient (Christopher, Mark,
Andy). Their ability to invest in their academic identities
improved their self-esteem, which made them more resilient
to minority stressors (Brentley, Elizabeth). In addition, their
ability to negotiate their identities by presenting themselves as
heterosexual (Brentley, Mark, Christopher) protected their self-
worth which enabled them to be resilient.

In relation to external factors, the participants all developed
social networks which enabled them to stay resilient. This
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demonstrates the relational nature of resilience (Jindal-Snape
and Rienties, 2016). Most established friendships in their
accommodation rather than on their course, although for others
their capacity to do this was restricted due to not living in
student accommodation (Andy). Some chose to participate
in the “scene” (Andy, Mark) but others rejected the scene
because they did not identify with the scene culture or the
other people on the scene (Christopher, Elizabeth, Brentley).
The scene was therefore not a consistent source of support
for all participants and for Brentley it was a source of stress.
Jindal-Snape and Rienties (2016) have highlighted how support
networks can become risk factors if they break down. Brentley
became increasingly dissatisfied with the scene and it contribute
to him developing substance abuse, poor mental health and
eventually to himwithdrawing from his first university. Although
he initially participated in the “scene” he eventually rejected
it because it had a detrimental impact on his transition to
university. In line with Pachankis et al. (2020) who present a
case for intraminority stress, status-based competitive pressures
within the LGBTQ+ community contributed, at least partially,
to Brentley developing poor mental health. Some participants
participated regularly in online networks by joining Grindr
(Brentley, Mark). This is a gay dating app which allows
people to connect and meet socially or for sex. For these
participants, this online platform played a critical role in
supporting their resilience because it enabled them to connect
with other people who also identified as queer. Elizabeth had
formed a strong social network offline and this supported
her resilience, particularly when she encountered problems in
university accommodation. Mark drew on the support from
close friends in his hometown in addition to the friendships
he had established in his accommodation and on the scene.
None of the participants identified family as a strong source
of support. This supports recent research by Gato et al. (2020)
who found that LGBTQ+ young people tend not to identify
their families as a source of social support, despite this being a
dominant theme in the general literature on resilience (Roffey,
2017). For some, relationships with family members had become
impaired due to the disclosure of their sexuality or gender
identities (Christopher, Mark, Elizabeth). In addition, none of
the participants established strong relationships with people
on their courses. Friendships were mainly established through
participation in the scene (Mark), friends of partners (Elizabeth),
friendships established through the LGBTQ+ society (Andy)
and friendships within accommodation (Brentley). In addition,
although literature has identified the importance of student-staff
relationships in supporting student resilience in higher education
(Evans and Stevenson, 2011) this did not emerge as a protective
factor in the data.

Course and institutional level protective and risk factors
were also evident in the data. Out of all the participants,
Elizabeth demonstrated the greatest engagement in her studies.
Her love of studying her subject in university supported her
resilience. Participants highlighted the fact that their taught
modules did not include curriculum content on LGBTQ+
identities and experiences, even though this content could have
been easily embedded into the curriculum. This aligns with
existing literature (Formby, 2015, 2017). In addition, none of

the participants were given the opportunity to complete an
assessment task on LGBTQ+ identities and experiences, again
supporting existing literature (Formby, 2015). This could have
been easily embedded into Christopher’s film making degree
or Elizabeth’s education degree. This absence of LGBTQ+
curriculum visibility did not help the participants to experience
a sense of belonging at course level and it impacted detrimentally
on their academic transitions. It contributed to Brentley
withdrawing from his first degree course and it was a factor in
explaining why Christopher was not fully invested in his course.

Institutional factors also served as protective and risk factors
in relation to resilience. A negative campus climate was
evident in some cases (for example Brentley’s experience in the
changing rooms). However, the participants largely had positive
experiences within the institution which served as protective
factors. Some participants had engaged in a peer mentoring
programme (Christopher, Mark) which provided them with
agency and Elizabeth had been given the opportunity by the
student union to participate in community volunteering. These
actions served as protective factors because they provided the
participants with meaningful opportunities to make a positive
contribution to their communities and they provided them
with agency.

COPING MECHANISMS

Meyer’s (2003) model of minority stress identifies coping and
social support as an important strategy to mitigate the effects of
minority stress. Access to social support networks with others
who share the same minority status can provide individuals with
solidarity and a positive affirmation of identity. The present study
found that although some participants formed collectives and
joined social networks with others who also identified as LGBTQ
(Mark, Andy), some participants rejected these collectives and
networks and developed different coping mechanisms. Brentley
and Elizabeth developed their sense of self-competence through
experiencing successful academic transitions. They invested in
their academic identities and this made them more resilient
to the minority stressors which they were exposed to. Their
improved self-competence increased their overall self-esteem
which helped them to mitigate the effects of stress. The Equality
Act 2010 also served as a coping mechanism and supported
participants to challenge discrimination that they were exposed
to on campus and in school prior to attending university
(Brentley, Elizabeth). Some participants drew on social networks
with friends who did not identify as LGBTQ+ (Brentley,
Mark, Elizabeth). Support from participants’ families was not
a significant coping mechanism, although Elizabeth drew on
support from her partner’s family rather than her own family.
Some participants drew on counseling services (Christopher,
Mark, Andy) as a coping mechanism.

LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations to the study design and data
collection process whichmust be explicitly highlighted. Although
the sample size was small and therefore generalizations to other
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participants and institutions cannot be made, nonetheless the
study provides rich data which could not have been captured
through a quantitative study. It was never the intention to
claim generalisability. Although we acknowledge that scholars
working within the positivist paradigm would criticize the small
sample and question the reliability of the findings, nevertheless
we believe that this study makes an important contribution to
qualitative research.

The sample was male dominated and three out of the five
participants were gay. A representative sample would have
demonstrated a better representation of different genders, sexual
orientations and gender identities. Only one participant was
included in the sample who identified as trans and most
participants identified as “gay,” resulting in a minority of
lesbian and bisexual participants. A more carefully selected
sample would have included a more equal representation of
gender identity and sexual orientation and this would have
increased the reliability of the study. In addition, three of
the participants were aged between 18 and 21 and only two
participants over the age of 21 were included in the sample.
No participants were over the age of 30 and therefore the
study does not represent the experiences of older LGBTQ+
students who come to university to study undergraduate
programmes. This compromises the reliability of the study.
The sample was relatively homogenous in that it did not
adequately represent intersectional identities, for example the
intersectionality between race, disability and non-normative
gender identities and sexualities. All participants were white
British. In addition, the study focused exclusively on the
experiences of undergraduate students. Postgraduate taught
students and postgraduate research students were not included
in the sample and therefore the study does not represent
the full LGBTQ+ student body. Again, this compromises the
generalisability of the findings.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Future research should explore the transitions experiences of
students with other minority identities which intersect with
identities based on sexual orientation and gender. Transitions
research could explore the intersections between social class,
race, disability and sexual orientation and/or gender identities.
In addition, future research should explore lesbian, bisexual and
trans students’ experiences of transitions. Finally, future research
should explore the experiences of postgraduate students who
identify as LGBTQ+.

CONCLUSION

All participants had positive and negative experiences of
higher education. Higher education was a life phase in
which the participants could explore and develop their
personal and academic identities, come to terms with their
sexual orientation or gender identity and contribute to
the development of inclusion. Negative experiences were

reported but largely the participants’ experiences of transitions
were positive.

Each participant experiencedMultiple andMulti-dimensional
Transitions which they navigated, often within the same
timeframe. These included geographic transitions (moving away
from home to a new city), social transitions (meeting and
establishing friendships and relationships with new people),
academic transitions (coping with the demands of academic
study in higher education and adapting to new approaches
to teaching, learning and assessment) and identity transitions
(developing their identities as individuals who identified as
LGBTQ+, developing a student identity and transitioning
from student identities to professional identities for students
studying on professional courses). As they progressed through
their studies, they became more confident about their multiple
identities and this had a positive impact on their overall sense
of self.

The participants had both positive and negative experiences of
transitions. Although some participants experienced both distal
and proximal stressors due to their sexual orientation or gender
identities, each was able to mitigate the effects of these stressors.
Overall, all participants had a positive university experience
and they navigated the multiple transitions successfully. All
participants demonstrated a strong sense of agency and they
were proud of their sexual orientation or gender identity.
However, two participants actively decided to conceal their
personal identities in specific contexts, thus feeling the need
to negotiate their identities. Although they recognized that
concealment of their identities should not have been necessary,
they demonstrated a strong external locus on control, thus
protecting their sense of self.

The participants demonstrated a strong sense of resilience
which helped them to navigate each of the different transitions
successfully. The themes of resilience, agency, locus of control
and minority stress were common across all participants. There
were variations between the participants in how they navigated
the different transitions and the sources of support that they drew
upon to foster their resilience. However, what emerged strongly
in the data were largely positive narratives rather than victimized
accounts which are prevalent in the existing literature.

The data suggest that the institution should ensure that
a whole-institutional approach to LGBTQ+ inclusion is
implemented, specifically to address aspects such as curriculum
inclusivity and to further embed a positive campus climate.
The institution should continue to ensure that students
undertaking professional placements are not exposed to
prejudice or discrimination by continuing to embed LGBTQ+
equality training into professional development courses for
workplace mentors.

To our knowledge, this study is the first study to have
studied LGBTQ+ students’ Multiple and Multi-dimensional
Transitions in a university context. It is the first study to
our knowledge that has applied MMT theory in this context.
In addition, we believe that this is the first study to adopt
a longitudinal study design to explore the experiences of
students in higher education who identify as LGBTQ+. It
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has made a unique contribution in highlighting that these
students were not victims, they were active agents in their
academic and life transitions. Further, the strategies employed
by participants to mitigate stressors go beyond those suggested
by Meyer (2003) in his minority stress model. This research
supports understanding of how different transitions contribute
to participants’ experiences of minority stress, resilience and
agency and what facilitates and hinders transitions experiences
at university.
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The purpose of this article is to explore how Early Career Academics (ECAs) cope with
their complex and multiple transitions when starting their new role. By focussing on the
participants’ lived experiences in a professional development (PD) training program to
discuss and share practice, we explored how ECAs developed and maintained social
network relations. Using social network analysis (SNA) with web crawling of public
websites, data was analyzed for 114 participants to determine with whom they shared
practice outside PD (i.e., external connectors), the seniority of these connectors, and
similarity to their job area. The results highlight that ECA networks were hierarchically
flat, whereby their sharing practice network of 238 external connectors composed of
their (spousal) partner and (male) colleagues at the same hierarchical level. The persons
whom ECAs were least likely to discuss their practice with were people in senior
management roles. The results of this study highlight that the creation of a community of
practice for discussing and sharing of practice from PD programs appear to be insular.
Activities within the organization and the formation of learning communities from PD
may become lost as most of the sharing of practice/support comes from participants’
partners. Organizations may have to create spaces for sharing practice beyond the PD
classroom to further organizational learning.

Keywords: professional development, early-career, transition, social network analysis, web crawling

INTRODUCTION

Early Career Academics (ECAs) go through many transitions in their early stages of their career.
While there are many definitions of ECAs, in this study we define ECAs as individuals who have
a maximum of 4 years’ academic teaching and/or research experience following the completion
of their Ph.D. While there are many routes that teachers and ECAs can take after completing a
professional doctorate or Ph.D. to further their careers (Jindal-Snape and Ingram, 2013; Spurk et al.,
2015), for those who want to stay in academia often a teacher-route, researcher-route, or combined
teacher-researcher route is paved with substantial challenges (Adcroft et al., 2010; Uttl et al., 2017),
uncertainties (Spurk et al., 2015), and risks (Kalyani et al., 2015; Mittelmeier et al., 2018). As
highlighted by a recent report by the Wellcome Trust (2020), of the 4,267 surveyed academics
70% of respondents indicated to be stressed at work, and to experience mental health issues.
Furthermore, less than a third of ECAs felt secure in pursuing a research career, and a substantial
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number of ECAs indicated a desire to leave academia. Obviously
when ECAs are uncertain about their own roles, identities,
and careers, this could have substantial negative impacts
on supporting the transitions of students and pre-service
teachers as well.

One potential solution to these complex issues are to provide
appropriate professional development (PD) and support. Across
the globe, ECAs follow a range of PD and training programs
in order to help them to make a “successful” transition from
ECA to obtaining tenure, or to continue their careers outside
academia (Tynjälä, 2008; Jippes et al., 2013; Pataraia et al., 2013).
On a macro level, several studies (e.g., Bartel, 2000; Almeida and
Carneiro, 2009) have found positive return on investment effects
of training. On a micro level, a large number of PD studies found
that employees were satisfied with training activities (Kirkpatrick
and Kirkpatrick, 2006; Stes et al., 2010), indicated to have
learned to become more student-centered (Rienties et al., 2013),
and gained confidence (Rienties and Hosein, 2015). However,
limited empirical research is available about the underlying
mechanisms how and with whom ECAs learn outside a PD
program. Furthermore, given the focus of this special issue we
were keen to explore how people around ECAs (e.g., fellow
PD colleagues, colleagues in their department, family, friends)
helped or perhaps hindered ECAs’ complex transition to become
established teachers and/or academics.

This study is specifically focussed on whether and with whom
ECAs engage, socially co-construct and share knowledge beyond
the “PD training room” (Bevelander and Page, 2011; Roxå
et al., 2011). Uptake of PD and “successful” transition may
be dependent on the “external” (i.e., outside the PD training)
network of participants (Akkerman and Bakker, 2011; Roxå et al.,
2011; Van Waes et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2019) and/or the
organizational cultures within the participants’ organizational
units or departments (Daly and Finnigan, 2010; Pataraia et al.,
2013; Van Waes et al., 2018; Wellcome Trust, 2020). For example,
our prior studies on ECAs outside the PD training network of
participants (Rienties and Kinchin, 2014; Rienties and Hosein,
2015) indicated that although ECAs developed on average 4.00
social ties after 9 months within their PD program, they also
maintained on average 3.63 external social ties outside the PD
classroom to discuss the insights from the PD program.

Although identifying the potential impact of “externals” on
the complex transition processes is notoriously complex and
difficult (Jindal-Snape and Ingram, 2013; Froehlich et al., 2020;
Thomas et al., 2020b), one potential methodology that holds
some promise is the use of Social network analysis (SNA). An
emerging body of research has indicated that SNA can provide
transition researchers several analytical tools to make these
(in)formal relations amongst participants and people outside the
learning context “visible” (Jindal-Snape, 2016; Jindal-Snape and
Rienties, 2016; Froehlich et al., 2020). A consistent finding of
research using SNA is that formal and informal social network
relations strongly influence with whom people learn (Thomas
et al., 2019, 2020b; Froehlich et al., 2020), develop coping
strategies (Daly and Finnigan, 2010; Daly et al., 2010; Moolenaar
et al., 2012), establish new friendship relations (Rienties and
Kinchin, 2014), and build (in)formal communities to effectively

learn together (Froehlich et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2020a).
At the same time, people (sub)consciously develop strategic
network relations with a range of people in order to maximize
their network potential (Coleman, 1988; Burt, 1992; Lin, 2001;
Roxå et al., 2011). For example, some people link strategically
with powerful connectors (e.g., senior managers) within their
organization (Lin, 2001), others primarily connect with similar
people (e.g., colleagues in the same unit and/or on a similar
hierarchical level) (Coleman, 1988; Rehm et al., 2014), while
others may maintain relatively more ties with people outside their
organization (Bresman, 2010).

These connections can also be linked with the Multiple and
Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT) model of Jindal-Snape
(2010), which conceptualizes that in line with a Rubik’s cube
analogy a change in one aspect (e.g., getting a ECA grant,
failing probation) can lead to changes for the ECA in several
aspects; changes for one person can lead to changes for the
significant others (e.g., having to stay in the region after a
successful ECA grant of the partner, having to consider to
leave after failed probation of the partner) and vice versa. As
argued in the MMT model (Jindal-Snape and Ingram, 2013;
Jindal-Snape, 2016), while most transition research focuses
on the individual transition only, a more holistic approach
taking the wider network of relations into consideration is
important to understand the complex multiple transitions that
people go through.

Using principles of social capital theory in conjunction with
MMT theory, the prime goal of this study is to understand
with whom ECAs developed external social relations. While our
first (explorative) studies (Rienties and Kinchin, 2014; Rienties
and Hosein, 2015) have found that ECAs indeed maintained a
range of internal and external social relations, using a larger
sample of 114 participants in this follow-up large-scale study
we are particularly interested in the characteristics of these
“external connectors,” and how these external connectors might
facilitate or hamper transition processes of ECAs. In particular,
given recent findings that hierarchy and seniority of connectors
might influence network formations (Edmondson, 2002; Rehm
et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2020a), we specifically focussed on
the frequency of contact, the hierarchical position, and type of
job role of these external connectors. Therefore, the following
research questions were formulated:

(1) With whom do ECAs maintain external relations in order
to discuss and share experiences of their transitions from
the PD program? What is the basis for their social network
relations?

(2) To what extent do hierarchical levels and job roles of
external connectors influence the type and frequency of
contact?

(a) Are ECAs primarily maintaining strategic connections
with senior academics/managers/teachers?, or

(b) Are ECAs primarily maintaining social relations with
fellow peers on a similar discipline/hierarchical level/job
role?
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While a number of studies have conceptualized how
professionals build, maintain, and reconstruct their networks
(Wenger, 1998; Akkerman and Bakker, 2011; Pataraia
et al., 2014), the unique contribution of our study is to
measure empirically whether (or not) ECAs share their
expertise and lessons-learned in the PD with external
connectors, whom have substantial power to influence the
strategic direction of an organization, or whether ECAs are
primarily sharing with their colleagues on similar hierarchical
positions. In this study, we employ a rather innovative
approach to link SNA with web crawling techniques to
unpack the “public” characteristics of each named external
connector. By integrating these two approaches, we aim to
unpack whether the boundary impact of PD is primarily
shared on a horizontal level, or whether some of the
innovative practices discussed in PD are also shared on
a vertical level.

SOCIAL NETWORK THEORY, MULTIPLE
AND MULTI-DIMENSIONAL
TRANSITIONS AND PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

A range of studies have highlighted the importance of social
network formation for learning for ECAs (Pataraia et al.,
2014; Rehm et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2020a). For example,
Pataraia et al. (2014) investigated the informal networks
of teaching academics using a SNA approach. They were
interested in whom academics who were not part of a PD
program spoke to about their teaching, the frequency of
contact and the themes arising from this conversation. Pataraia
et al. (2014) found that the personal networks were strongly
localized to the academics’ departments and disciplines, and
were dependent on whether the majority of the members
knew each other well. Similarly, in a schooling context a
range of studies have found that with whom an early-
career teacher networks is essential for successful transition
(Thomas et al., 2019, 2020a,b). For example, in a year-long
study of 10 beginning teachers in Belgium (Thomas et al.,
2020b) combining four SNA measurements with in-depths
interviews with both beginning teachers and their colleagues
indicated that many early-career teachers went through diverse
complex transitions. Those who effectively managed their
network relations and actively built and maintained networks
with both experienced colleagues and others outside the
school were more able to successfully make their transition
(Thomas et al., 2020b).

A substantial body of research has highlighted that the
social network around an individual employee influences his/her
attitudes (Van Den Bossche and Segers, 2013; Rienties and
Hosein, 2015; Thomas et al., 2020a), motivation (Daly et al.,
2010), behavior (Jippes et al., 2013; Pataraia et al., 2013) and
action (Thomas et al., 2020b). A social network consists of
set of nodes (i.e., participants in a PD program) and the
relations (or ties) between these nodes (Wassermann and Faust,

1994). In social network theory, the focus of analysis is on
measuring and understanding the social interactions between
entities (e.g., individuals, organizational units, companies), rather
than focussing on individual behavior (Lee, 2010; Bevelander and
Page, 2011).

Social Capital and Network Building
Social capital is a concept with probably the largest growth area
in organizational network research (Borgatti and Cross, 2003),
which is concerned with the value of resources that social network
ties hold. Social capital can be defined as “resources embedded
in a social structure which are accessed and/or mobilized in
purposive action” Social capital is concerned with the value
of resources that social network ties hold (Borgatti and Cross,
2003). Social capital can be defined as “resources embedded
in a social structure which are accessed and/or mobilized in
purposive action” (Lin, 2001). A review of the conceptualisation
of social capital by Lee (2010) highlighted three conceptual issues:
the use and accessibility of potential resources, social capital
formation processes, and network orientations. For example, in a
fine-grained analyses of 11 United Kingdom academics Pataraia
et al. (2013) found that academics strategically manage their
pool of network contacts to provide and receive professional and
emotional support.

Generally there are four explanations why sources embedded
in social networks will enhance the returns on an individual’s
actions (Lin, 2001). The first explanation is that embedded
resources facilitate information and knowledge flows between
professionals, which consequently reduces transaction costs,
such as sharing of ideas, new innovative practices, or lessons-
learned (Moolenaar et al., 2012). In terms of information
flows within organizations, in organizational behavior research
and to a certain degree in educational research it is well-
documented that professionals share information with people
with whom they have a common identity, such as colleagues
from their division/department (Moolenaar et al., 2012; Rienties
and Hosein, 2015). In terms of information flows within
organizations, in organizational behavior research and to a
certain degree in educational research it is well-documented
that professionals share information with people with whom
they have a common identity, such as colleagues from their
division/department (Daly and Finnigan, 2010; Daly et al.,
2010; Thomas et al., 2020b). This is sometimes referred to
as the proximity principle. Thus, when participants return
to their daily practice after PD training, how knowledge
and insights from the training are shared, translated, and
embedded into the organization may depend on the formal and
informal networks of their colleagues within the department,
their respective identity/position (such as a manager), and
relationships within the department.

Second, social ties have a substantial influence upon how
employees deal with PD and organizational change (Daly et al.,
2010; Moolenaar et al., 2010; Spurk et al., 2015; Van Waes et al.,
2018). For example, if an academic wants to explore a new
teaching approach (suggested during the PD) to further fine-
tune a particular module or program, and (s)he has a strong
connection with senior management, this academic may be more
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likely to be given support to develop this “innovation,” and
would be allowed more risk-taking than someone who has no or
weak relations to senior management. For example, Edmondson
(2002) found that lower level management employees were more
concerned about how senior management and their colleagues
perceived them and their quality of work, and hence were less
likely to take risks. Furthermore, in an online PD program
for 249 managers of a global organization, Rehm et al. (2014)
found that senior managers were more central in contributing
to discourse in discussion forums, while participants who had
a lower hierarchical rank were positioned mostly on the outer
fringe of the network. Rehm et al. (2014) argues that the expertise
and networks of senior managers could be used by lower level
management employees to make their voices heard.

Third, social ties may be conceived as certification of social
credentials, as it reflects teacher’s accessibility to resources
through (powerful) social networks and relations, thus his or
her social capital (Lin, 2001). If this academic’s innovation is
successful and his/her colleagues and senior management (i.e.,
connectors) provide (in)formal recognition, others are more
likely to adopt the same innovation, even when no social support
is given. For example, in a study measuring the spread of a
new medical approach amongst 727 medical specialists, Jippes
et al. (2013) found that uptake and spread of this new approach
was dependent on the centrality of the clinical supervisor (i.e.,
senior connector) and the connectivity of its members within the
department.

Finally, social networks provide substantial psycho-social
support (Moolenaar et al., 2010, 2012), a sense of belonging
(Thomas et al., 2020b), and reinforces identity and recognition
(Lin, 2001). Rienties and Hosein (2015) found that participants
in an 18 months PD program used their network contacts
for academic, professional, and emotional support. While
participants connected with fellow-ECAs in the PD primarily for
academic support (i.e., how to cope with the various tasks in
the PD program), several ECAs looked for professional support
from senior management, either during formal job appraisal
sessions or informal meetings (Rienties and Hosein, 2015). In
other words, how and with whom people build formal and
informal social relations outside PD may have an influence how
they can leverage the power of those external connectors to use
and apply the concepts from the PD into their own practice and
organizational unit.

Beyond the social capital theory often in social network theory
a distinction is made between the strength of a tie and the
structure of the social network. Strong ties support the transfer
of tacit, complex knowledge, and joint problem solving (Daly
et al., 2010). Coleman (1988) indicates that high, frequent and
intensive levels of connectedness between people can encourage
formation of trust and stable relations, which in turn enhances
fine-grained knowledge sharing and performance (Moolenaar
et al., 2012). In social network studies this is commonly referred
to as homophily, whereby people will be attracted to work
(formally/informally) together and develop ties when individuals
are (perceived to be) similar in terms of surface-level attributes,
such as same gender (Bevelander and Page, 2011), similar
interests (Borgatti and Cross, 2003), similar hierarchical position

(Rehm et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2020b), or following the
same program/discipline. For example, in study amongst 106
academics, Roxå et al. (2011) found that most academics relied
on a relatively small network of key, trusted network contacts to
discuss their teaching practice. In particular, proximity of people
might influence to whom ECAs might turn to if they have specific
issues (Borgatti and Cross, 2003).

In contrast, research by Granovetter (1973) indicates that weak
ties can allow (new) brokerage information that is not known
within a strong dense network. For example, a colleague from
university A may meet a network contact from university B from
a different discipline only twice a year during a local network
event. Nonetheless, substantial new and most importantly
non-redundant information (e.g., new grant opportunities, job
vacancies, teaching innovations) could be mutually exchanged,
which would make these infrequent meetings extremely valuable.
Burt (1992) argues that individuals will gain more from social
networks if they are able to position themselves on either side
of a “bridge,” which may provide non-redundant information
from different parts of the social network. In line with Borgatti
and Cross (2003), a combination of strong ties with a substantial
number of weak ties in different social networks will allow
people to benefit from the diversity of social capital connections,
while maintaining sufficient close and strong links with network
connections who can be trusted.

In line with theories of strong versus weak ties, Putnam
(2001) distinguishes between bonding and bridging social capital.
Bonding social capital provides solidarity, mutual reinforcement
and support, as commonly found amongst people from the same
disciplinary background, or working together in the same PD
program (Bevelander and Page, 2011; Rienties and Hosein, 2015).
In contrast, bridging social capital may provide linkages with
different (non-redundant) parts of the social network, thereby
facilitating social mobility and potentially new innovations (Burt,
1992; Putnam, 2001). In a PD context, this bridging capital
could be developed when ECAs from different organizational
units work together and over time build “interdisciplinary” social
relations (Rienties and Kinchin, 2014). Finally, in line with
social capital theory Lin (2001) argues that having access to a
few but powerful (in terms of reputation, credentials, seniority)
connectors may be more important than having many links with
“powerless” connectors.

Multiple and Multi-Dimensional
Transition
In the MMT model (Jindal-Snape, 2010, 2016; Jindal-Snape
and Ingram, 2013) there is a further recognition that beyond
the professional network significant others (e.g., friends, family,
partner) can have a substantial impact on transitions of the ECA,
as well as ECAs having an impact on their peers’ transitions.
For example, in a study of international doctoral students
Jindal-Snape and Ingram (2013) found that Ph.D. students
were not only focused on their own transition needs but also
of their family. In a study amongst 22 Chinese international
students studying in New Zealand, Skryme (2016) found that
the involvement in Christian religious groups helped several
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international students to transition to their new lives abroad,
while at the same time providing new perspectives to the host-
nationals in these Christian groups. In a recent longitudinal
study of an interdisciplinary PD for 15 doctoral students from
nine institutions in six European countries showed a complex
development of knowledge transfer and knowledge integration
over time between participants (Xue et al., 2020). Qualitative
follow-up interviews showed that both the set-up and design of
the online PD as well as the relative engagement by doctoral
students explained why some developed strong knowledge
integration while others did not (Xue et al., 2020).

Beyond the local impact of physical connections between
ECAs and the local community, there are several studies using
SNA and other methodologies who show that several people
use social media for support in their transitional journeys. For
example, in a study of extreme right-wing groups in Sweden,
Törnberg and Törnberg (2020) found that network connections
between individual were facilitated by Facebook and other social
media outlets. Similarly, Rehm et al. (2020) explored how 2695
teachers used Twitter to discuss about a new educational policy
called Education2032, with follow-up interviews of 22 teachers
indicating that the discussions helped teachers to make sense of
their own identity and the new policies.

In other words, beyond the formal networks arranged within
a PD program as well as the formal networks within a particular
school or department, informal network relations outside the
boundaries of these formal networks could have a substantial
impact on transitions of ECAs. In this quantitative study we
aimed to explore how 114 ECAs developed relations with external
connectors to help them transition into a role as an academic, or
perhaps consider to work in a professional context.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Setting
Hundred and fourteen ECAs from four faculties (arts and social
science, business and economics, engineering and physics, health
and medical science) at a university ranked consistently in
the top 10 percent of league tables in the United Kingdom
participated in a 18 months PD program. Participants could
only join this program if a substantial part of their tasks were
related to teaching undergraduate and post-graduate students.
Participants were selected based upon recommendations from
senior management, mostly a head of a department. One element
in the tenure of these ECAs is successful completion of this PD
and becoming a Fellow of the UK Higher Education Academy
(renamed recently to Advanced HE) normally within the first
3 years of joining the organization. With an estimated workload
of 300 h, the majority of hours were self-study, as only ten
face-to-face group meetings of 2–3 h with a professional coach
were arranged. Previous studies (Rienties and Kinchin, 2014;
Rienties and Hosein, 2015; Jones et al., 2017) have found that
this PD program was considered to be valuable to participants
in terms of enhancing their teaching and learning practice,
network formation, and social support. Furthermore, qualitative
follow-up analyses (Rienties and Hosein, 2015) indicated that

PD participants primarily relied on their PD peers in terms of
academic, professional, and emotional support to make sense of
the program, as well as to learn from their peers how to critically
reflect on their own teaching and learning practice.

Participants
The average age of the 114 participants was 36 (range
26–57) and 56% of the ECAs were male. Although there
was a large age range, all participants were at similar
stages of their academic career (i.e., post Ph.D., post Post-
doc). No significant differences in terms of demographics
or organizational backgrounds were found between the two
consecutive implementations, so we merged the datasets.
Participants were from 23 different departments, primarily
from business (14%), engineering, hospitality and tourism (both
11%), mathematics (7%), psychology and biosciences (both 6%).
Ten participants had no other department member following
the program in their respective cohort. While according
to Finkelstein et al. (2013) most American universities are
still relatively homogenous, in our context a large cultural
diversity of 27 different nationalities was present, typical for
an international science community, within which the largest
group of participants (49%) were from the United Kingdom.
International participants primarily were from Latin-European
and Confucian Asian countries (both 10%), followed by countries
from Germanic and Eastern Europe (both 7%).

Instruments
A sequential mixed-method approach was used (Creswell, 2003;
Froehlich, 2020). A closed-network analysis in conjunction with
an open network approach was first used to determine the
external connectors in the ECAs social networks. Secondly, using
the results from the survey, an online document analysis was
performed to determine the job profile and hierarchical positions
of the external connectors.

Social Network Analysis of Friendship, Working, and
Learning and Teaching Networks
We used the closed-network analysis (Daly et al., 2010;
Bevelander and Page, 2011; Rienties and Kinchin, 2014) after
participants had worked together for 9 months to measure the
social networks within the PD program consisting of three social
network questions (e.g., “I have learned from. . .”), whereby
lists with names of the 54 and 60 participants of the two
cohorts were provided. Secondly, and most importantly for
this study, in order to measure and investigate the role of
“external” connectors in PD, we asked participants in an open
network approach the following: “In addition to members of
the [PD] program, we are interested to know with whom you
discuss your learning and teaching issues (e.g., how to prepare
for a lecture, how to create an assessment, how to provide
feedback). This could for example be with a colleague, a friend,
family, or partner who is not following the [PD] program.”
Participants were asked the name of each external connector,
the frequency of contact (as proxy for strength of tie), the
type of relation, and where each external connector works (e.g.,
same department, same institution, external institution, namely).
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A response rate of 88% was established for the open and
closed SNA questions.

Job Profile and Hierarchical Position of External
Connectors
In total 289 external connectors were mentioned by participants.
Based upon the provided names and institutional details, the
authors identified, through a document analysis approach,
whether a public website profile for each connector was
present using the Google search engine and the world largest
professional network LinkedIn, a practice that is common in
SNA (Davison et al., 2011; Rehm et al., 2020). For 251 (87%)
connectors, a public website profile was indeed available. For
35 connectors no specific public website was available, of
which nine network contacts referred to people from a wider
group (e.g., “my colleagues in my department X”), and for
seven contacts no specific name was provided (e.g., my wife,
my mother).

In order to develop a coherent, reliable coding scheme
of the job profile and hierarchical position of external
connectors, both authors first independently coded a sample
of 20 websites. Most connectors had a clearly identifiable
job role and hierarchical function listed on their website,
and the pilot sample coding led to nearly identical results
between the two coders. Afterward, four separate rankings were
established. First, both authors independently analyzed and
constructed 56 functional roles based upon the information
provided on these websites (e.g., graduate teaching assistant,
tutor, lecturer, associate professor, professor). Second, based
upon these functional roles, three separate aggregate rankings
were generated, namely seniority in organization (0–7), seniority
in management role (0–7), and seniority in teaching (0–
8), where the higher number denoted more seniority. For
36 network contacts, a second role was identified (e.g.,
program director and director of lab) while for two network
contacts a third role was coded (e.g., program director and
director of lab and associate dean). Consensus about the
categorisation of the hierarchical levels and job roles was
reached after discussions between the two authors. After
agreement of the coding structure, the remaining websites
were coded by the second author. Finally, the final codings
were discussed by both authors and where needed functional
roles were realigned.

Data Analysis
The 114 ECAs participated voluntarily in the SNA and free-
response exercise. Participants who were not present during
the session(s) were contacted via email. The participants were
guaranteed that the results would be completely anonymised
and participation was voluntary. Social network data were
analyzed on a network level using UCINET version 6.694. In
terms of the structure of the network, we computed in-degree
Freeman’s centrality of the nodes, as well as the number of
ties a node was connected to. Strength of ties with external
connectors was measured by frequency of contact (daily, weekly,
monthly, quarterly, yearly). As previous research (Bevelander and
Page, 2011; Kalyani et al., 2015) indicated that gender strongly

FIGURE 1 | External and internal learning and teaching network (size nodes
based upon management role).

influenced how people developed links over time, we included
gender in our modeling. As we were primarily interested in the
network relations with external connectors, all data was coded
and organized in SPSS 22, and Pearson correlations and linear
regression modeling were conducted.

RESULTS

Social Network Connections Within and
Outside PD
Two hundred and seventy nine “external” connectors (i.e.,
outside the PD program) were used by the 114 ECAs. Most of
these external connectors were male (59%). In terms of frequency
of contact, 39% of these connectors were contacted on a weekly
basis, 38% on a monthly basis, 11% on a quarterly basis, and
3% were contacted once a year. 9% of these connectors were
contacted on a daily basis by ECAs to discuss their teaching
practice. In line with proximity theory, 166 (52%) external
connectors were colleagues, 52 (16%) were supervisors/senior
managers, 51 (16%) were friends, and 36 (13%) were partners.
As participants could indicate multiple relations (e.g., friend,
colleague, supervisor), these numbers do not add up to exactly
279. Hundred and thirty three (48%) external connectors worked
at the same department, and 192 (69%) worked in the same
discipline, but not necessarily in the same institute, in line with
proximity and homophily principles. In total 114 (41%) of the
external connectors did not work at the same institute at the PD
participants, indicating potential “weak” ties and bridge building
opportunities. This is an important finding as in most research
on ECA success and transitions in particular few studies focus on
these types of external relations.

As illustrated in Figure 1, a complex web of network relations
was present during the PD program. On the left of Figure 1, the
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two consecutive implementations of the PD are illustrated as gray
and black nodes, whereby on average 4.84 (SD = 2.43) relations
were developed and maintained within the PD per academic.
Note that several participants from the second implementation
learned from participants from the first implementation, as
illustrated by the lines between the gray and black nodes. At
the same time, a substantial number of links between the PD
nodes and people outside the PD (white nodes) were developed.
On average 3.17 (SD = 2.31) external connectors per ECA
were used, indicating that PD participants extensively used
connectors outside their PD. In terms of management expertise
of these external connectors, a mix of seniority was present (as
represented by the relative size of each node). Note that one
participant from the second PD implementation did not have any
connector to discuss his teaching practice with (and none of the
113 fellow participants indicated to have learned from him), and
as a result he was not connected to the network (see the top left
in Figure 1).

To What Extent Do Hierarchical Roles of
Connectors Influence Social Network
Formations?
As a next step, we analyzed data for those external connectors
whom we could identify a web presence with specific job role
descriptors. This implied that 238 connectors were included
in our follow-up analyses. In Table 1, the mean descriptives
and correlations of the number of ties, centrality in the
network, frequency of contact, gender (female), the four
functional roles/seniority levels, and dummies for the type
of relation (e.g., colleague, same discipline) are illustrated.
While no significant correlations in terms of functional
roles/seniority were found in terms of number of ties or
centrality, there were moderately strong negative correlations
between frequency of contact and the four hierarchical roles.
In other words, ECAs in the PD program were more inclined
to maintain frequent network relations with people on similar
or lower hierarchical levels while frequency was less with
more senior colleagues. As the rhos for the four hierarchical
roles were rather similar, this seems to indicate that ECAs
preferred to discuss their practice with ECAs in similar (or
lower) positions.

As a final step, using linear regression modeling in Table 2
we analyzed which of our variables predicted the strength of
ties with external connectors, in this study approximated by
frequency of contact. As the four functional role parameters
were strongly correlated and overlapping, we used seniority
in management role as a proxy for hierarchical position. In
Model 1, strength of ties was primarily negatively predicted by
seniority in management role. Adding the type of relation(s) in
Model 2, seniority in management role remained the primary
predictor, followed by whether (or not) a network contact was
a partner. Although only 32% of PD participants indicated to
discuss their teaching practice with their partner, if they did they
mostly discussed their practice frequently. Finally, in Model 3 we
added whether location of the connectors influenced frequency,
whereby in addition to seniority in management role and partner

dummy external links were significantly negatively predicting
frequency of contact.

DISCUSSION

As highlighted in both transition research (Jindal-Snape and
Ingram, 2013; Jindal-Snape, 2016) as well as social network
theories (Borgatti and Cross, 2003; Froehlich et al., 2020;
Thomas et al., 2020a), many people go through multiple complex
transitions when starting a new role. In this innovative study,
we set out to explore the external social learning relationships
of 114 early-career academics (ECAs) within a professional
development (PD) program using an innovative combination of
SNA with web crawling of external connectors’ websites. Our
research indicates that our ECAs discussed and shared their
teaching practice with 238 external connectors, including their
colleagues, friends and their partner. However, these ECAs made
only limited usage of senior management networks and expertise
for their PD and their teaching practice in particular.

In line with principles of proximity and homophily (Coleman,
1988; Bresman, 2010; Daly et al., 2010; Rienties and Kinchin,
2014) and Research Question 2b, the PD participants shared
their practice most widely with their colleagues both within
and outside their departments/disciplines and suggest that these
PD participants had a high level of connectedness with them.
In line with principles of proximity and homophily (Coleman,
1988; Bresman, 2010; Daly et al., 2010; Rienties and Kinchin,
2014) and Research Question 2b, the PD participants shared
their practice most widely with their colleagues both within
and outside their departments/disciplines and suggest that
these PD participants had a high level of connectedness with
them. A negative correlation was found between gender and
hierarchical roles, whereby male academics were more often
present in senior management positions than female academics.
Although similar results were found as Bevelander and Page
(2011) and Kalyani et al. (2015) with regards to male staff being
central to participant’s networks, this may be a reflection of the
male to female staff ratio where the study took place rather than
female participants being less likely to form social networks.
Further, the information flow reported by participants in the PD
program seemed to be hierarchically flat, that is, based upon the
web crawl participants primarily shared information with people
who they had a common identity (Daly and Finnigan, 2010; Daly
et al., 2010; Rehm et al., 2014).

However, most ECAs had weak ties with respect to sharing
practice with senior management and persons within their
discipline/department (that is, no or negative correlations in
the frequency of contact), participants may not then be able to
act as brokers of these information flows to persons in their
own department/discipline. This suggests that the value of PD
training to a department may be lost as the sharing of new
practices or ideas may have slow uptake. A consequence of
this is that senior management may become distanced from the
training that is provided and may make decisions based on the
training they think they their personnel are receiving. In line with
recommendations of Lane and Down (2010), departments and
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TABLE 1 | Basic descriptive and correlation matrix of external connectors.

M SD Range Number of ties In degree centrality Frequency of contact Gender

Number of ties 1.20 0.58 1–5

In degree centrality 1.18 0.54 1–5 0.90**

Frequency of contact 3.37 0.91 1–5 0.03 0.07

Gender (female) 1.37 0.49 1–2 −0.12 −0.16* 0.03

Functional role 31.52 13.24 0–53 0.06 0.04 −0.31** −0.24**

Seniority in organization 4.19 1.89 0–7 0.04 0.01 −0.28** −0.24**

Seniority in management role 4.19 1.89 0–7 0.04 0.01 −0.28** −0.24**

Seniority in teaching 4.56 2.73 0–8 0.08 0.06 −0.29** −0.27**

Colleague 0.67 0.47 0–1 0.18** 0.17* 0.02 0.03

Friend 0.17 0.38 0–1 0.08 0.10 −0.05 0.02

Supervisor 0.21 0.41 0–1 −0.01 0.01 −0.13 −0.07

Partner 0.08 0.28 0–1 −0.10 −0.10 0.25** 0.02

Family 0.02 0.14 0–1 −0.05 −0.05 0.01 0.13

Same department 0.56 0.50 0–1 0.06 0.04 0.01 0.00

Same discipline 0.76 0.43 0–1 0.08 0.08 −0.11 −0.05

External link 0.31 0.46 0–1 − 0.14* −0.14* −0.03 0.04

n = 238. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

senior management in particular may need to “create a safe space
for others to have their voice to harvest the wisdom of different
and contrary perspectives to better anticipate what is unforeseen.”
In other words, a joint effort is needed to allow participants to
discuss and share their practice beyond the PD classroom to staff
from all levels.

In line with recent studies on cross-boundary management
(Bresman, 2010; Akkerman and Bakker, 2011; Thomas et al.,
2020b), this study also found the sharing of practice extends
beyond the organization and included persons in similar
organizations (external links). The number of external links was
small and there were weak ties with them which suggest that
organizational learning between institutions is also insular. This
makes intuitive sense, as connectors who were not working
in the same location (e.g., a different university) will be less
easy to contact than those colleagues who worked in the same
building or on the same campus. Nonetheless, in line with Burt

TABLE 2 | Regression model of strength of external connector contact
(i.e., frequency).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Gender −0.036 −0.039 −0.036

Seniority in Management role −0.291*** −0.259*** −0.275***

Colleague 0.200 0.147

Friend −0.035 −0.014

Supervisor 0.137 0.111

Partner 0.251** 0.299**

Family 0.076 0.106

Same department −0.064

Same discipline 0.000

External link −0.228*

R-Sq adj. 0.073 0.093 0.107

n = 235. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

(1992) and Jindal-Snape and Ingram (2013) these external links
may be important for potential new information or a trusted
perspective of how teaching practices at their institute might
be slightly different, therefore providing a potential benchmark
for discussion. Indeed, this insularity may be appropriate for
organizations with highly valuable information, however, in
other organizations such as charities and universities with very
similar roles, an openness to sharing practice can minimize
the time and money spent on the duplication of methods and
encourage innovations and optimisation of practice. There is also
a possibility as these were ECAs; they were still maintaining weak
ties with their old institutions until they were able to establish
strong ties at their new institution.

A final, important but mostly ignored finding in the
social network literature, but this is more acknowledged in
the transition literature (Jindal-Snape, 2016), is the role of
participants’ partners for support in PD. Notably, several
participants had strong ties with their partners with respect to
sharing their teaching and learning practice. This is perhaps
not surprising as they probably have strong bonding social
capital and partners are able to provide emotional support to
PD participants as well as professional support if the partner
works in a similar organization. However, the organizational
learning or sharing of information are extended beyond that of
the organization and is being shaped by the employee’s partner
rather than through the collective knowledge of the organization.
The strength of the tie may suggest that there is a lack of
mentors at a middle or senior management level to help with this
offloading of emotion. As organizations are unlikely to “prohibit”
participants’ sharing with their partners and external connectors,
it may be worthwhile that organizations to take a wider holistic
perspective in being a social enterprise (Lane and Down,
2010). By recognizing the importance of external social network
formation of its employees, in particular the role of partners
and colleagues at lower hierarchical levels in providing academic,
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professional and emotional support, senior management needs to
recognize that management support and measuring the impact of
PD may be more complex.

Limitations
A crucial limitation of our findings is that both closed and
open social network analyses of learning and teaching networks
were self-survey instruments, whereby socially desirable
behavior might influence the results. However, a large body
of research (Borgatti and Cross, 2003; Daly and Finnigan,
2010; Daly et al., 2010) has found that SNA techniques
provide a robust predictor for actual social networks and PD
programs, in particular given the high response rates (88%)
and similar findings across two consecutive implementations
of this PD program. Nonetheless, the framing of the SNA
question (focussed on teaching and learning) might have
restricted respondents’ recall of their network, in particular with
senior management.

A second limitation is the accuracy of the data
gathering process of job roles and hierarchical positions
of external connectors using publicly available websites.
Not all professionals keep their job information 100% up
to date on their website or LinkedIn profile, although
the increased competition amongst academics for scarce
(funding) resources (Adcroft et al., 2010) almost requires
academics to maintain a public web presence, which might
mitigate some of these concerns. A third limitation is that
we did not follow-up with the external connectors what
kind of information and advice they were sharing with PD
participants. Due to recall issues of social network interactions
(Neal, 2008), perhaps the intensity of contact and types of
information and support exchanged might be different than
reported by PD participants. Future research is needed to
determine whether reported informal network links by PD
participants indeed provide the academic, professional and
emotional support.

A fourth and perhaps most important limitation was the
lack of qualitative data to understand the complex longitudinal
transition experiences, such as for example done by Thomas
et al. (2020b) who followed beginning teachers for a year
and conducted a range of interviews over time with ECAs
and more experienced academics. We also recognize that
ECAs are not a monotonous group and their transition
journeys from the PD would not be similar and may be
dependent on their own unique circumstances and attributes
such as their age, gender, race, nationality and discipline.
However, this analysis was beyond the scope of our paper.
Although we conducted previous qualitative focus group
discussions (Rienties and Hosein, 2015), which highlighted
that ECAs used the PD and external networks primarily
for academic, professional, and emotional support, further
longitudinal research would be needed to explore the long-
term impacts of external connectors on ECA transitions
based on their own unique characteristics. However, our
quantitative analyses do indicate a (perceived) importance of
those external connectors for allowing ECAs to transition in their
new role.

CONCLUSION

Higher Education Institutions use specialized PD training to up-
skill their ECAs to ensure they are competitive. The strength,
number and type of external connections that these ECAs have
can determine the extent and level that new knowledge from
PD training is shared within the organization. As there is
limited research in exploring these external connectors, this study
examined with whom and to what extent that ECAs shared their
PD experiences outside the training room. The results suggest
that ECAs shared their knowledge quite widely but mainly with
people they had a common identity, for example colleagues at
a similar stage in career. The results also indicate that these ties
tended to be male colleagues. Further, the intensity of knowledge
sharing was positively related to sharing of knowledge with their
partners and negatively related to senior management personnel.
Further research should look at the social networks of mid-
career employees, whether they are more likely to maintain
ties from their early-career PD training, as well as, from their
previous institutions.
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Cross-cultural transitions are challenging and often have detrimental consequences for
psychological well-being. This is particularly true for international students at tertiary
institutions who are not only transitioning between school and higher education,
but also between vastly different educational systems. This study tests a predictive
model of psychological adaptation with international students whereby host national
connectedness mediates the effects of personal resources and contextual factors
on adaptive outcomes. A sample (N = 1527) of international tertiary students in
New Zealand completed a survey that measured self-reported English language
proficiency, perceived cultural distance, perceived cultural inclusiveness in the
classroom, host national connectedness (defined by frequency of contact, number
of friends, social support, and general belongingness), and positive (life satisfaction)
and negative (psychological symptoms) indicators of psychological adaptation. Path
analysis indicated that host national connectedness fully mediated the effects of English
language proficiency on psychological symptoms and partially mediated the effects
of language proficiency, cultural distance and cultural inclusion in the classroom on
life satisfaction and psychological symptoms. The findings highlight the importance of
international students’ relationships with host nationals, and the results are discussed
in relation to strategies that could enhance student-host connectedness during cross-
cultural transitions.

Keywords: connectedness, cultural inclusiveness, international students, psychological adaptation,
New Zealand, well-being

INTRODUCTION

Cross-cultural transitions can be very challenging. Individuals are called upon to learn new skills
to operate effectively in an unfamiliar cultural environment, to resolve tensions between differing
cultural perspectives and worldviews, and to manage the stresses associated with significant changes
in daily life (Ward and Szabó, 2019). In addition, it is critical that individuals establish and
maintain social support networks that enhance resources for meeting these demands. While
cross-cultural transition can take its toll on psychological well-being in general, the impact of these
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pressures is greater in some groups than others. For international
students crossing cultures can be particularly stressful given the
simultaneous occurrence of multiple transitions. Beyond crossing
national and cultural boundaries, they may also experience
normative developmental transitions from school to university
and non-normative transitions between educational systems
based on different values and assumptions (Lun et al., 2010;
McGhie, 2017). When multiple transitions such as these occur
simultaneously, there is a high probability that subjective well-
being will be compromised, particularly if the transitions involve
associated stressors such as discrimination (Hanassab, 2006;
Lee and Rice, 2007), financial vulnerability (Li and Kaye, 1998;
Sawir et al., 2012) and practical problems in daily living,
such as securing appropriate accommodation (Bradley, 2000;
Sawir et al., 2008). This paper examines the psychological well-
being of international students during cross-cultural transition,
highlighting the role of host national connectedness (HNC) in
fostering positive outcomes.

The study is grounded in psychological theory and research
on acculturation (changes in an individual’s psychological
characteristics and behavioral patterns that arise from
sustained intercultural contact) and adaptation (i.e., “feeling
well”/psychological adaptation, “doing well”/sociocultural
adaptation, and “relating well”/intercultural adaptation)
as articulated by Berry and Sam (2016). The over-arching
theoretical framework highlights the importance of both
individual and contextual factors in shaping the acculturation
process and its adaptive (or maladaptive) outcomes (also see
Ward and Szabó, 2019). We are particularly interested in the
dynamic role of contextual factors for two reasons. First, in
terms of theory development, contextual factors have been
relatively under-researched compared to individual differences
such as personality, motivation, and attitudes. Second, in terms
of application, schools and universities have educational and
pastoral responsibilities; contextual factors are malleable, and
policies and practices can be changed in ways that are more
conducive to positive outcomes for international students.

Host National Connectedness
Connectedness has been conceptualized and measured in a
myriad of ways. Both objective measures such as the number
of friends and frequency of contact (e.g., Bochner et al., 1985;
Ward and Searle, 1991; Hendrickson et al., 2011) and subjective
assessments, like feelings of belongingness or social support, that
capture the more intimate nature of connectedness (Rajapaksa
and Dundes, 2002–2003; Ong and Ward, 2005) have been used.
At its core connectedness refers to ties among people that foster
a sense of belonging and diminish feelings of aloneness (Barber
et al., 2005). Moreover, connectedness has been shown to predict
international student success during cross-cultural transitions
(Yeh and Inose, 2003; Sümer et al., 2008).

International students form multiple connections as they settle
into their new academic environments, and all of these have the
potential to offer social support and bolster well-being. In terms
of student peers, connections occur across three primary groups:
host nationals (native-borns), co-nationals (compatriots), and
multi-nationals (international students from other national

backgrounds), although technological advances have also made
retaining home country peer support much easier (Bochner
et al., 1977; Bochner, 2006; Lin et al., 2012; Li and Chen, 2014).
It has been suggested that each of these friendship networks
offers different resources, with co-nationals largely providing
emotional support and host nationals offering functional or
instrumental assistance (Bochner et al., 1977); however, more
recent research has shown that a higher ratio of host national
individuals in international students’ social networks is associated
with their greater satisfaction and contentment (Hendrickson
et al., 2011). More broadly, host national connectedness has been
shown to attenuate the negative effects of the educational and
cultural stressors that international students encounter during
their transitions (Kashima and Loh, 2006; Zhang and Goodson,
2011; Cheung and Yue, 2013). It is also linked to higher levels of
satisfaction with the international student experience (Rohrlich
and Martin, 1991) as well as lower levels of homesickness and
social isolation (Ying and Han, 2006; Hendrickson et al., 2011).

Despite the benefits that host national connectedness brings,
international students find it difficult to cultivate friendships
with local students (Zheng and Berry, 1991). A 2012 Australian
national survey indicated that 86% of international students
would like to have more Australian friends (Australian Education
and International, 2013). Similarly, in a New Zealand national
survey, Ward and Masgoret (2004) reported that 70% of
international students desired to have more local friends. Indeed,
not only international students, but researchers, educators,
administrators, and counselors have identified low levels of
intercultural engagement between international students and
their domestic peers as one of the most significant challenges in
international education (Bethel et al., 2016). Therefore, it is useful
to examine the antecedents of host national connectedness in
international students. In the next section we review key factors
that predict HNC and describe how HNC might mediate their
effects on psychological well-being in international students.

Antecedents and Outcomes of Host
National Connectedness
As with most phenomena, the factors that predict HNC include
individual differences as well as situational and contextual factors.
Among individual differences language proficiency has been
shown to be a strong predictor of connectedness with host
nationals (Church, 1982; Masgoret and Gardner, 1999; Poyrazli
et al., 2002). Conversely, a low level of language fluency inhibits
the formation of intercultural relations (Peacock and Harrison,
2009; Gareis, 2012; Yu and Moskal, 2019). Language proficiency
has also been associated with better psychological well-being in
international students (Poyrazli et al., 2004; Dao et al., 2007;
Cetinkaya-Yildiz et al., 2011). Cao and Meng (2019) integrated
these findings in their mediational model of international student
adaptation demonstrating that host national connectedness
partially mediated the positive effects of language proficiency
on adaptive outcomes. Similarly, we hypothesize that English
language proficiency will exert both direct and indirect effects on
the psychological adaptation of international students with the
indirect effects mediated by host national connectedness.
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While international students play an active role in their cross-
cultural adaptation, there are situational and institutional factors
that also come into play. The extent to which international
students’ bond with their domestic peers as well as their
adaptation outcomes are affected by the degree to which
the international students’ heritage culture differs from their
destination culture. This is referred to as cultural distance
(Babiker et al., 1980). Early work by Furnham and Bochner (1982)
demonstrated that international students in the United Kingdom
who originated from high cultural distance countries had
more social difficulties relating to British students in terms
of everyday activities such as making British friends. More
recent research has drawn similar conclusions (Fritz et al.,
2008). High cultural distance is likely to lead to parallel
lives for international and domestic students partly because
having less in common results in fewer bonding opportunities
(Montgomery, 2010; Bethel et al., 2016). In addition to the
association between cultural distance and lower levels of social
connectedness, cultural distance is known to predict negative
psychological outcomes for international students (Galchenko
and van de Vijver, 2007), including greater anxiety (Fritz et al.,
2008) and mood disturbance (Ward and Searle, 1991) and
lower levels of life satisfaction (Sam, 2001). Accordingly, we
predict that the detrimental effects of cultural distance on
international students’ well-being will be partially mediated by
host national connectedness.

Diversity climates in educational institutions can influence the
experiences and outcomes of cross-cultural transitions (Stuart
and Ward, 2015). More specifically, diversity climates are
known to affect both social connectedness and the psychological
adaptation of students from minority backgrounds (Schachner
et al., 2015, 2019; Titzmann et al., 2015) including international
students (Ward and Masgoret, 2004). Culturally plural and
inclusive climates enhance a sense of school belongingness, which
leads, in turn, to greater life satisfaction (Schachner et al., 2019).
Along similar lines, multicultural classrooms that reflect an
appreciation of cultural diversity increase empathy and comfort
with peers from different cultural backgrounds, and these positive
relationships contribute to greater subjective happiness (Le et al.,
2009). Therefore, we hypothesize that cultural inclusiveness in
the classroom will predict greater host national connectedness,
and host national connectedness will partially mediate the
positive effects of inclusiveness on the psychological adaptation
of international students.

Finally, personal background factors such as age, gender, and
length of residence in the destination country can relate to
international students’ connectedness with their domestic peers
and their overall level of psychological adaptation; however,
the research findings on these demographic factors are so
inconsistent that it is impossible to derive well-grounded
hypotheses. Studies have shown that: older international students
have more local friends (Hendrickson, 2016), but younger
students have more contact with their domestic peers (Ward
and Masgoret, 2004); females are more likely to have meaningful
relationships with host nationals (Yang et al., 1994), but males
report having more host national friends (Ward and Masgoret,
2004); and relationships between international and domestic

students grow during study abroad (Hernández-Nanclares,
2016), but interaction between them decreases over time (Rienties
and Nolan, 2014). The associations among these demographic
characteristics and the psychological adaptation of international
students are likewise highly variable. Females have been shown to
experience both higher levels of well-being and more symptoms
of anxiety and depression (Bulgan and Çiftçi, 2017; Alharbi and
Smith, 2018). Age and length of residence in the destination
country have been both positively and negatively associated
with psychological adaptation (Ying and Liese, 1994; Wilton
and Constantine, 2003; Alharbi and Smith, 2018; Yang et al.,
2018). These mixed findings are not surprising as age ranges
and length of residence can vary enormously across studies, and
how connectedness and well-being play out during cross-cultural
transition are also affected by the way in which constructs are
measured and the characteristics of the international student
sample, educational institutions and national context (Ward
and Masgoret, 2004; Le et al., 2009; Geeraert et al., 2019;
Schachner et al., 2019). Consequently, we explore the direct and
indirect of effects of demographic factors (gender, age, and length
of residence) on the psychological adaptation of international
students rather than testing specific hypotheses.

In summary, this study tests a mediational model whereby
host national connectedness partially mediates the effects of
demographic factors, English language proficiency, perceived
cultural distance and perceived cultural inclusiveness
in the classroom on the psychological adaptation of
international students.

METHODS AND MEASUREMENTS

Participants and Procedures
With the support of a New Zealand government agency, an
email invitation to participate in an online survey was sent to
23,205 international students studying in tertiary and private
training institutions. Of the 23,205 international students invited
to participate, 2,823 (12.17%) responded. We eliminated those
who indicated they were not international students, no longer
studying or had not yet arrived in New Zealand. We also
eliminated those who had missing responses to all items on
an adaptation outcome variable; this left us with an adjusted
response/inclusion rate of 6.58%.

The final sample was made up of 1527 participants (56.7%
male) whose ages ranged from 17 to 62 years old (M = 26.68,
SD = 6.01). Students originated from 78 countries, with the
highest proportions from India (27.2%), the Philippines (9.9%),
and China (9.3%). At the time of the survey, participants
had lived in New Zealand on average for just over 1 year
(M = 15.74 months, SD = 8.40). All students had been in
New Zealand for less than five years.

Measures
In addition to demographic information (gender, age, country
of origin and length of time in New Zealand), we measured
self-reported English language proficiency, perceived cultural
distance, perceived cultural inclusion in their educational
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environment, host national connectedness and positive and
negative indicators of psychological adaptation.

English Language Proficiency
Four self-rated items were used to assess participants’ English
language proficiency. In line with the most common conventions,
participants rated their proficiency in reading, writing, speaking,
and comprehension on a scale from very poor (1) to excellent
(6), with a rating of 7 for native speakers (Li et al., 2006;
Tomoschuk et al., 2019). We combined the four items for an
overall proficiency score, as is typically done in acculturation
research (e.g., Sam et al., 2015; Doucerain et al., 2017) so that
higher scores indicate greater language proficiency (Cronbach’s
α = 0.94).

Cultural Distance
A 10-item scale adapted from Babiker et al. (1980) was used
to evaluate the perceived level of cultural distance between the
participants’ country of origin and New Zealand. The instructions
read “Please rate how much, if at all, your own background
differs from that of New Zealand in the following areas,” and
items included areas such as climate, food, and religion (Searle
and Ward, 1990). Responses are measured on a 4-point scale,
from not different (1) to very different (4), with higher scores
reflecting greater cultural distance. The measure demonstrated an
acceptable level of reliability in this study (α = 0.85).

Perceived Cultural Inclusion
To measure perceived cultural inclusion, a 7-item Cultural
Inclusiveness in the Classroom Scale (CICS; Ward and Masgoret,
2004) was used. Sample items include “Cultural differences
are respected in my institution,” and “My lecturers encourage
contact between international and local students.” Participants
responded on a 5-point Likert Scale, strongly disagree (1)
to strongly agree (5) so that higher scores reflect greater
inclusiveness (α = 0.87).

Host National Connectedness
Given the complexity of the definition of connectedness,
multiple measures were needed to capture the intricacy of
HNC. We aimed to combine both objective and subjective
elements of host national connectedness, where connectedness
is conceptualized as a complex, higher-order construct identified
by key psychological (e.g., Ong and Ward, 2005) and contextual
(e.g., Bochner et al., 1985) indicators known from previous
research. Hence, measures tapping the quantity and frequency
of host national connections, feelings of connectedness, and
support provided by host nationals were used. To measure the
number and frequency of host national friends and interactions,
ten items (i.e., “Indicate how many close friends you have who
are New Zealanders outside of your educational institution,”
and “How often do you spend free time outside of class
with New Zealand students?”) were adapted from Ward and
Masgoret’s (2004) national survey of international students in
New Zealand. Responses are given on five-point scales: none
(1) to many (5) and never (1) to very often (5). Separate mean
scale scores were calculated for the two number-of-friends items

(Spearman–Brown = 0.59) and for the eight frequency-of-contact
items (α = 0.88).

Feelings of connectedness were measured with the General
Belongingness Scale (Malone et al., 2012). Participants are
instructed to think about their relationships with host nationals
when responding to the 12-item scale with statements such as
“When I am with other people, I feel included,” on a 7-point
Likert Scale, strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Higher
overall scores indicate a greater sense of belonging. The measure
met the standard reliability criterion (α = 0.81) in this study.

Finally, the instructions for the 18-item Index of Sojourner
Social Support Scale (Ong and Ward, 2005) were adapted to
measure the support that host nationals provide to international
students. For example, participants are asked to respond to
statements such as, “Think about your relationships with
New Zealanders. Indicate how many New Zealanders you know
who would listen and talk with you whenever you feel lonely
or depressed.” The items measure the number of host nationals
available to international students in a variety of situations on
a five-point scale, no one (1) to many (5) with higher scores
denoting higher levels of social support from host nationals.
In this study, the scale demonstrated a high level of reliability
(α = 0.98).

Psychological Adaptation
To measure psychological adaptation both positive (life
satisfaction) and negative (psychological symptoms) indicators
were used. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985)
uses an agreement scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree) in response to statements such as “In most ways my life is
close to my ideal” and “The conditions of my life are excellent.”
Higher scores signify greater life satisfaction. In this study, the
scale had a reliability of α = 0.88.

Finally, we used the 15-item psychological symptoms scale
(α = 0.93) from a multi-national study of immigrant youth by
Berry et al. (2006). The scale asks participants to indicate how
often in the last month they had experienced a list of symptoms,
particularly depression, anxiety, and psychosomatic complaints,
e.g., “I feel unhappy and sad;” “I worry a lot of the time;” and
“I feel weak all over.” Responses were measured on a five-point
scale, from never (1) to most of the time (5). Higher scores indicate
greater frequency of psychological disturbances. The scale had
high reliability in this study; Cronbach’s α = 0.93

RESULTS

The results are presented in three parts: (1) the preliminary
analyses, including the psychometric properties of the scales and
bivariate correlations; (2) a confirmatory factor analysis for the
construction of the HNC variable; and (3) a mediational model
of psychological adaptation.

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 provides the scale reliabilities, mean scores, and standard
deviations for the measurement scales. With respect to host
national connectedness, it is noteworthy that mean scores for

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 4 September 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 53995048

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-05-539950 September 10, 2020 Time: 12:35 # 5

Bethel et al. Host National Connectedness

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations.

Variable M SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) − −

2. Age (years) 26.68 6.01 −

3. Length of stay (months) 15.74 8.40 −

4. English language proficiency 5.15 1.02 0.94 0.04 0.07* −0.06

5. Cultural distance 2.62 0.64 0.85 −0.03 −0.00 0.11** −0.28**

6. Cultural inclusiveness 3.78 0.73 0.87 0.01 0.06 −0.09* 0.05 −0.08*

7. General belongingness 4.73 0.80 0.81 0.09** 0.02 −0.07 0.22** −0.21** 0.43**

8. Social support 2.75 0.99 0.98 0.01 −0.05 −0.09* 0.20** −0.24** 0.32** 0.50**

9. Number of friends 2.91 1.12 0.59a
−0.13** −0.03 0.02 0.16** −0.12** 0.23** 0.36** 0.54**

10. Frequency of contact 2.80 0.88 0.88 −0.10** −0.09* −0.02 0.08* −0.08* 0.26** 0.36** 0.50** 0.55**

11. Psychological symptoms 1.94 0.72 0.93 0.07* −0.10** 0.07* −0.11** 0.19** −0.22** −0.36** −0.17** −0.17** −0.14**

12. Satisfaction with life 4.60 1.28 0.88 0.07* 0.06 −0.07* 0.17** −0.19** 0.33** 0.43** 0.34** 0.21** 0.21** −0.41**

aSpearman–Brown is reported for the two-item measure of number of friends. *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.

both the number of host friends (M = 2.91, SD = 1.12, where
2 = one friend and 3 = a few) and the frequency of contact
with host nationals (M = 2.80, SD = 0.88, where 2 = seldom and
3 = sometimes) were below the scalar midpoint (i.e., 3 on 5-point
scales). A similar pattern emerged for social support (M = 2.75,
SD = 0.99), suggesting that connectedness to host nationals may
be a struggle for international students even though the findings
for belongingness were more positive (M = 4.73, SD = 0.80).

Table 1 also reports the bivariate correlations among variables.
The findings show that the four indicators of host national
connectedness (number of local friends, frequency of contact
with New Zealanders, social support and belongingness) were
significantly inter-related, with medium to large effect sizes.
Each indicator was also associated with life satisfaction and
psychological symptoms in the expected direction although in
these cases the effect sizes were small to medium. Moreover,
language proficiency, cultural distance and cultural inclusiveness
were significantly related to the adaptation outcomes as expected,
most commonly with small effect sizes.

With respect to demographic factors, females tended to
experience a slightly greater sense of belongingness although they
had fewer friends and less frequent contact with their domestic
peers. They reported greater life satisfaction, but also more
psychological symptoms. Age was associated with better English
language proficiency, but negatively correlated with frequency of
contact with local students and psychological symptoms. Length
of residence was related to less perceived cultural inclusiveness,
social support and life satisfaction, but greater cultural distance
and psychological symptoms. All of the effect sizes for these
relationships were small.

Measuring Host National Connectedness
A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted in Mplus
version 7.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 2012) to assess our
theoretical model of HNC with four indicators: frequency
of contact, number of friends, social support, and general
belongingness. We first estimated the single-factor model with
the four independent indicators and obtained the following
results: χ2(2, N = 1527) = 52.37, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97,

RMSEA = 0.13, SRMR = 0.03. The modification indices suggested
the correlation between the error terms of social support and
general belongingness be added. The correlation is theoretically
justifiable as both indicators are subjective measures of HNC,
measuring the affective nature of connectedness rather than
the quantitative, objective measures of friendships and contact.
We allowed the error terms of social support and general
belongingness to be correlated and obtained the following results
for the modified model: χ2(1, N = 1527) = 0.76, ns., CFI = 1,
RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.00. The model is presented in Figure 1.
As can be seen in the figure, each of the four indicators loaded
strongly on HNC. The HNC component score was used in the
mediational model.

Testing the Mediational Model
We conducted a mediation path analysis in Mplus, starting with
the saturated model including gender, age, length of stay, English
proficiency, cultural distance, and cultural inclusion in the
classroom as predictors; HNC as the mediator; and psychological
symptoms and life satisfaction as outcomes (Kline, 2015). Length
of stay in New Zealand had no significant effect on HNC or
either outcome, so we removed it from the model. We further
simplified the model by removing the non-significant direct effect
of English proficiency on psychological symptoms. The resulting
model is presented in Figure 2. This model, still close to the
saturated model, had an excellent fit, χ2(1, N = 1527) = 0.89,
ns; CFI = 1, RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.00. The indirect effects
of gender and age were significant at 0.01 and those of the
other predictors, at 0.001; the 95% confidence intervals from
bootstrapped analyses using 1000 samples did not straddle zero
(see Table 2 for all indirect effects). These findings indicate
that host national connectedness mediated entirely the effect of
English language proficiency on psychological symptoms, and
partially all other effects.

DISCUSSION

The present study identified host national connectedness as a
critical factor in international students’ successful adaptation to
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FIGURE 1 | HNC confirmatory factor analysis.

FIGURE 2 | Mediational model of psychological adaptation. Standardized coefficients are displayed. Coefficients significant at 0.05 are italicized, and those
significant at 0.01 are underlined; all other coefficients are significant at 0.001.

cross-cultural transition. It was hypothesized that host national
connectedness mediates the effects of personal resources, such as
language proficiency, and contextual factors, such as perceived
cultural distance and inclusiveness, on the psychological
adaptation of international students. The hypotheses
were confirmed. English language proficiency and cultural
inclusiveness in the classroom predicted greater connectedness,

and cultural distance predicted less connectedness for
international students. Host national connectedness, in
turn, predicted a higher level of life satisfaction and fewer
psychological symptoms. With respect to demographic factors,
being younger and female were related to less connectedness
and more psychological symptoms; however, being older and
female were associated with greater life satisfaction. Length of
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TABLE 2 | Standardized indirect effects on psychological symptoms and life
satisfaction through host national connectedness.

Effect by outcome β SE p 95% CI

Psychological symptoms

Gender (female) 0.01 0.01 0.005 0.01, 0.02

Age 0.02 0.01 0.002 0.01, 0.03

English proficiency − 0.03 0.01 <0.001 − 0.04, −0.02

Cultural distance 0.03 0.01 <0.001 0.02, 0.04

Cultural inclusiveness − 0.07 0.01 <0.001 − 0.09, −0.05

Satisfaction with life

Gender (female) − 0.02 0.01 0.004 − 0.03, −0.01

Age − 0.02 0.01 0.001 − 0.04, −0.01

English proficiency 0.04 0.01 <0.001 0.03, 0.06

Cultural distance − 0.04 0.01 <0.001 − 0.05, −0.02

Cultural inclusiveness 0.10 0.01 <0.001 0.08, 0.12

residence was negatively related to perceived social support and
psychological adaptation. It should be emphasized that the effects
of the demographic factors were small.

Host national connectedness is a complex construct. It
can be conceptualized and measured in different ways, but
essentially refers to ties that foster a sense of belongingness, dispel
loneliness and offer a source of social support. Interpersonal
contact and friendships are two indicators of these ties. The
international literature has repeatedly noted the infrequency of
social interactions between overseas and domestic students and
described the low occurrence of intercultural friendships as a
serious issue, not only for students, but also for educational
institutions that aspire to enhance cultural awareness and
cultivate global citizens (Smart et al., 2000; Smith and Khawaja,
2011; Quinton, 2020). In this study the ties between international
students and host nationals both within and outside of their
educational institutions were relatively weak, a common finding
in New Zealand and abroad (Bochner et al., 1977, 1985; Volet
and Ang, 1998; Ward and Masgoret, 2004; Neri and Ville, 2008;
Townsend and Poh, 2008), especially for East Asian students in
Western countries (Rienties et al., 2013).

Despite the obstacles to developing bonds with host nationals,
connectedness is a strong predictor of psychological adaptation
during cross-cultural transition. The findings in our study
converge with the broader literature that links host national
ties with international students’ well-being (Kashima and Loh,
2006; Ying and Han, 2006; Hendrickson et al., 2011; Cheung and
Yue, 2013; Bender et al., 2019; Shu et al., 2020). While multiple
sources of social support can bolster psychological adjustment
in international students (Bender et al., 2019), a higher ratio
of host nationals in one’s social networks is associated with
greater satisfaction and contentment (Hendrickson et al., 2011).
Therefore, it is worthwhile to consider the factors that might
enhance connectedness and lead to better adaptive outcomes for
international students.

In this study a mix of personal and contextual factors were
investigated as antecedents of host national connectedness,
i.e., English language proficiency, cultural distance, cultural
inclusiveness in the classroom and demographic characteristics.
In line with our hypothesized model, English language

proficiency predicted greater host national connectedness.
This is in agreement with those studies that point to an
association between native language proficiency and greater
social capital and social support; stronger national ties and
feelings of belongingness; and less loneliness (Poyrazli et al.,
2004; Montgomery and McDowell, 2009; Rienties et al., 2012;
Pham and Tran, 2015). Indeed, the inability to speak the native
language fluently is a major obstacle both to embeddedness in
the national culture and to the maintenance of psychological
well-being during cross-cultural transitions (Cetinkaya-Yildiz
et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2015; Cao et al., 2017; Taušová et al.,
2019). Paralleling our findings on life satisfaction, Cao and
Meng (2019) reported that language proficiency had both direct
and indirect effects on international students’ social adaptation
with the indirect effects mediated by their ties with host
nationals. Similarly, we found that host national connectedness
partially mediated the effects of language proficiency on life
satisfaction; however, it fully mediated the effects language
proficiency on psychological symptoms. Both studies highlight
the critical role that connectedness plays in adapting to
cross-cultural transitions.

Host national connectedness also partially mediated the
negative effects of cultural distance on the adaptation outcomes.
Again, this finding is in accordance with international student
research. Cultural distance has been assessed in different ways,
both as objective measures of difference and as individuals’
perceived dissimilarity between heritage and contact cultures.
In both cases research demonstrates that cultural distance is
associated with lower levels of host national connectedness
(Furnham and Bochner, 1982; Fritz et al., 2008; Rienties et al.,
2013; McGarvey et al., 2015; Bethel et al., 2016). There is
also strong evidence that cultural distance has a detrimental
influence on the psychological adaptation of overseas students
(Ward and Searle, 1991; Furukawa, 1997; Sam, 2001; Galchenko
and van de Vijver, 2007; Fritz et al., 2008). Not surprisingly,
larger cultural differences mean that overseas students and host
nationals have less in common upon which to base intimate
contact and personal friendships. In addition, greater cultural
distance presents more intense adjustive demands and taxes
coping resources, resulting in lower levels of psychological well-
being (Ward and Szabó, 2019).

In recent years there has been an evolving body of
research on diversity climates in schools and how these
impact the experiences of students from minority backgrounds.
Experimental and longitudinal studies have provided ample
evidence that diversity and inclusion norms affect intercultural
experiences and outcomes (Nesdale et al., 2005; Titzmann et al.,
2015; Tropp et al., 2016). Research has shown that teachers and
peers shape educational environments that influence students’
intercultural relations and psychological well-being. Inclusive
classroom norms are known to predict more intercultural
friendships (Titzmann et al., 2015; Tropp et al., 2014). They
also enhance a sense of belongingness for minority students,
which leads, in turn, to better psychological and academic
outcomes (Schachner et al., 2019). Our findings converge with
these trends; specifically, cultural inclusiveness in the classroom
predicted better psychological adaptation for international
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students, and its effects were partially mediated by host
national connectedness.

Finally, we explored the relationships among demographic
characteristics, host national connectedness and psychological
well-being. The finding that younger students and males have a
stronger sense of connectedness to host nationals is consistent
with the results of Ward and Masgoret’s (2004) national survey
of international students in New Zealand. Specifically, younger
international students reported having more contact with their
domestic peers, and males reported having more local friends.
The findings on psychological adaptation were mixed. Females
had more symptoms of psychological distress, largely in terms
of anxiety and depression, a finding that is in accordance with
international student research as well as established gender
differences in mental health (Rosenfield and Smith, 2012; Alharbi
and Smith, 2018); however, females also had higher levels of
life satisfaction. This finding diverges from previous studies
with international students (Sam, 2001; Gebregergis et al., 2019)
including those conducted in New Zealand (Ward and Masgoret,
2004; Ward et al., 2009a). These studies failed to find significant
gender differences in life satisfaction – as was the conclusion of a
recent meta-analysis on this topic (Batz-Barbarich et al., 2018).
As the effect size was small in this study, and as we have no
theory-based explanation for this finding, it may be a spurious
result. Finally, there was evidence, albeit with small effect sizes,
that psychological adaptation was poorer in younger students.
There is some evidence that higher levels of psychological distress
are found in younger international students (Bulgan and Çiftçi,
2017; Alharbi and Smith, 2018), which may be due in part
to normative developmental changes. Certainly, research has
shown an increased risk for depression during the period of
emerging adulthood (Rohde et al., 2013), which is in the lower
age range of our sample.

While our findings on host national connectedness are not
novel in themselves, the study advances theory and research
on the adaptation of international students in four ways: (1) it
offers a more complex conceptualization of connectedness by
combining quantitative and qualitative assessments of contact
and intimacy; (2) it integrates personal and contextual factors
in a mediational model; (3) it reiterates the important, but
often overlooked, point that international students’ adaptation
is not only a product of their motivation and skills, but is
also a product of their environments; and (4) it provides
insights into policies and practices that can be implemented in
educational institutions to increase the likelihood of stronger ties
and greater connectedness between international students and
their domestic peers.

Research Applications
Studies have consistently shown that international students
expect and desire frequent contact with host nationals in both
academic and social settings and that lack of intercultural
interaction is seen as problematic (Choi, 1997; Trice, 2004;
Ward and Masgoret, 2004). Research is equally clear that
intercultural contact is perceived as more important and valuable
by international students than their domestic peers (Beaver
and Tuck, 1998; Volet and Ang, 1998; Smart et al., 2000).

What can educational institutions do to foster meaningful
connections between international and domestic students? How
can they enrich international student experiences and enhance
psychological well-being during cross-cultural transition?

Tertiary institutions can and do offer foundational language
courses for non-native speakers, but they must also ensure that
entry requirements for higher education are sufficiently high
to enable meaningful social relationships and academic success.
However, it is equally, if not more, important to address the
institutions’ diversity climate. More specifically, it is critical
to ensure diversity-receptive norms throughout educational
institutions. In the broadest sense these norms should reflect
frequent intercultural contact, a widespread valuing of cultural
diversity, and the policies and practices that support and
accommodate that diversity (Schachner et al., 2016, 2019;
Schwarzenthal et al., 2018; Stuart and Ward, 2019; Ward et al.,
2020). Such norms enhance not only social relations, but also
academic performance and psychological well-being for minority
students and in many instances for majority groups as well
(Titzmann et al., 2015; Schachner et al., 2019).

Norms for intercultural contact can be strengthened through
peer-pairing, buddy and mentoring programs between domestic
students and international students (Quintrell and Westwood,
1994; Pritchard and Skinner, 2002), intercultural activities in
residential halls (Todd and Nesdale, 1997), extra-curricular
activities (Hendrickson, 2018) and intercultural team work in the
classroom (Woods et al., 2013; Rienties and Nolan, 2014; Rienties
et al., 2014), all of which have been shown to increase connections
between overseas and local students. Intercultural contact and
diversity-valuing norms in educational institutions can be shaped
by academic staff. Not only can they structure course material
and assignments to promote positive intercultural contact,
but they are a powerful normative reference group and can
enable positive social change (Deakins, 2009; Leask, 2009).
For example, students’ perceptions of teachers’ readiness to
foster intercultural contact and their interest in students’ diverse
cultural backgrounds are associated with stronger feelings of
belongingness and more positive intergroup relations between
majority and minority students (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018;
Schachner et al., 2019).

It is clear from the evidence that multicultural norm-
setting in educational institutions can strengthen intercultural
bonds and bolster the psychological well-being of international
students. Although setting new norms can modify behaviors
(Miller and Prentice, 2016), this is not always easy to achieve.
Resistance to change, an absence of coordination, lack of
social feedback, and “high costs” of modifying behaviors can
present obstacles to shifting norms (Nyborg et al., 2016).
Despite these barriers, a clear route to fostering multicultural
norms in educational institutions is by introducing multicultural
policies. Indeed, research has shown that multicultural policies
in educational settings reduce the gaps in belongingness and
academic achievement between students from majority and
minority backgrounds (Celeste et al., 2019). Nyborg et al.
(2016) have provided insights into the dynamic process of
policy-initiated norm change in their discussion of social
norms as solutions to a range of global challenges. They
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argue that policies create visible behavioral changes that can
reach “tipping points,” altering individuals’ expectations about
what other people will and should do. Moreover, individuals
are more likely to conform to these expectations as the
frequency of the expected behaviors increases, particularly if
the behaviors are reinforced by positive social feedback, and
non-conformity is sanctioned. In contrast to top-down, policy-
initiated norm-setting, Cislaghi and Heise (2018) have advocated
for “people led” norm-setting where bottom-up changes in
community norms are undertaken in ways that are compatible
with the social and cultural context. This opens up future
possibilities for students to be more actively involved in
institutional change.

Limitations and Future Research
Despite the important findings and applications of this research,
the use of cross-sectional survey data is a major limitation.
While our mediational model is grounded in theory and research
on cross-cultural transition and psychological adaptation of
international students, longitudinal data are needed to confirm
the direction of the relationships amongst the variables of
interest. It is also important to acknowledge that survey
research such as this cannot determine causal relationships.
When we refer to “exerting effects on. . .” in the description
of the mediational model, we are referring to statistical effects
rather than causal effects. Future studies should go beyond
survey research and integrate experimental approaches to
determine cause and effect relationships between the proposed
antecedents and outcomes of host national connectedness. It
is also recommended that qualitative methods be adopted for
more in-depth explorations of the nuances and richness of the
international student experience.

Although the study has a large sample size, the overall
response rate for the survey was low (6.58%). It is not uncommon
for web-based surveys to return less than 10% response rates
(Fricker, 2008; Van Mol, 2017); however, this can introduce
bias into the research. More broadly, biases such as social
desirability responding, acquiescence and avoidance of scalar
extremes, are known to threaten the validity of self-report surveys
(Johnson et al., 2011). Self-ratings of language proficiency in
particular can be problematic as meta-analyses have shown that
self-ratings are only moderately correlated with performance
measures (Zell and Krizan, 2014). It is also important to bear
in mind that the research was conducted in New Zealand
where most of the international students originate from Asian
countries. The extent to which this might affect the study’s
external validity is unknown.

Although the study has shed light on connectedness between
international students and host nationals, it does not directly take
into account the perceptions, attitudes and behaviors of members
of the host society. This is important as research has shown that
domestic students view international students in a stereotypic
fashion (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001) and see them as posing realistic
and symbolic threat (Ward et al., 2009b). They also often lack
interest and motivation for intercultural interactions (Smart et al.,
2000). Ultimately, host national connectedness is a reciprocal
process (Ujitani and Volet, 2008), and the perspectives of local

students and their wider community need to be taken into
account. It would be worthwhile to investigate this topic in
future research.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The present research has added to the current body of literature
by conceptualizing and measuring host national connectedness
as a complex, multi-faceted construct. Both objective aspects
(such as number of host national friends and frequency of
interaction with host nationals) and subjective aspects (such
as feelings of belongingness and social support) should be
included in the assessment of host national connectedness to
fully capture its complexity. Moreover, the study demonstrates
that it is important to go beyond the consideration of
individual differences and to incorporate contextual variables for
predicting host national connectedness and the psychological
adaptation of international students. Most importantly, the
findings suggest that connections with host nationals may serve
as a functional mechanism through which international students
ease their transition stress and cope with cultural differences.
As international education increases across the globe, how best
to enhance intercultural connectedness remains an important
question for students, teachers, counselors, administrators
and policy makers.
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Student and Parent Perspectives of
the Transition From Primary to
Secondary School for Students With
Autism Spectrum Disorder
Karen Stack*, Jennifer E. Symonds and William Kinsella

School of Education, University College Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

Objective: Transition from primary school to secondary school is an important point

in a young person’s development. Children’s experiences at transition have been found

to have an enduring impact on their social and academic performance and potentially

their success or failure at secondary school. This primary-secondary transition frequently

presents challenges for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), resulting in

uncertainty and anxiety. The objective of this study was to explore the perceptions of

children with ASD, on the topic of which features of school environment fit more or less

well with their needs, as they transferred from primary to secondary schools.

Method: Semi-structured interviews were used to gather the experiences of 6

students with ASD, and their parents, before and after the transition to secondary

school. A thematic analysis of these data identified common themes that captured

the fits and misfits between the children’s needs and their primary and secondary

school environments.

Result: Overall, participants voiced more positive perspectives of secondary school

than primary school. Data analysis identified themes of feelings about school,

peer relationships, relationship with school staff, curriculum, school organization,

and accommodations.

Conclusion: Inclusion and integration of students with ASD in mainstream secondary

schools at transition can be a positive experience when the school environments are a

good fit with the individual needs of each child with ASD. The transition can be challenging

for children when a one size fits all approach is taken.

Keywords: autism, transition, primary school, secondary school, ASD, school transition

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by enduring
deficits in social communication and social interaction in addition to patterns of restricted
and repetitive behaviors, interests, or activities across multiple contexts (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013). ASD is a spectrum condition, and the wide-ranging presentations of ASD result
in significant disparities in functional characteristics from one individual to another and variable
levels of performance across domains (Powell et al., 2018).

Transition from primary to secondary school represents a significant milestone in a child’s
educational career. As a group, children with ASD have been identified as particularly vulnerable
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sto difficulties at this period, given their identified challenges
with managing transitions (Makin et al., 2017). There is a
dearth of research in an Irish context regarding the transition
experience of Irish students with ASD. Previous research in
other countries concerning ASD and the primary-secondary
transition has focused on the perspectives and experiences
of pupils and stakeholders on the transition process, and
corresponding supports available to students (Hoy et al., 2018;
Richter et al., 2019b). Relatively few studies have considered the
change that students experience in the specific features of school
environments, and the suitability of the school environments
to meet the needs of the individual students with ASD at
school transition. Information about the characteristics of school
environments that favor or support students with ASD could
help inform decisions regarding school placement. Additionally,
this information could help inform school practices regarding
supporting students with ASD around transitions.

This study aimed to expand on previous knowledge regarding
the primary-secondary transition for children with ASD by
evoking parents’ and children’s views of the features of
school environment before and after school transition, that
were considered to be a fit or misfit with the children’s
psychosocial needs.

PRIMARY-SECONDARY TRANSITION

A large volume of research has examined issues relating to
transition from primary school to secondary school for all
students (Bloyce and Frederickson, 2012; Jindal-Snape, 2016).
A consistent finding is a decline in students’ educational
outcomes, motivation and engagement (Jindal-Snape et al.,
2019). Another common theme is how relationships with peers
and teachers positively or negatively impact students’ adaptation
after transition (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). Perceived teacher
support is associated with students’ motivation and perceptions
of a positive school climate after transition (Hanewald, 2013).
Support from peers at transition is a protective factor, and peers
have considerable influence in shaping children’s attitudes about
transition before the move (Waters et al., 2014).

Transition preparation has been identified as an essential
factor in determining the success of the transition. While
cooperation between schools is important, the role of the
secondary school in the preparation process is emphasized
(Evangelou et al., 2008). Additional notable influences include
continuity of the curriculum in secondary school and adjusting
to the demands of social relationships (Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020). The importance of including and enabling students at the
transition has also been emphasized (Hebron, 2017a). Relational
and academic supports in schools (e.g., positive teacher-student
relationships, and the curriculum taught by subject specialists)
have been identified as a protective factor for children’s mental
and emotional well-being at transition (Lester and Cross, 2015).
Criticism of existing transition research is the tendency to focus
on the negative aspects of the process as opposed to providing
a more balanced outlook (Topping, 2011). In outlining the
primary-secondary transition as an ongoing process, the lack of

formal training for primary and secondary teachers in supporting
children during transition has been highlighted (Jindal-Snape
and Cantali, 2019).

TRANSITION AND SCHOOL FIT

School fit has been described as the match between a student’s
school, and their psychosocial needs (e.g., for emotional support,
self-esteem, competence, and autonomy) (Bahena et al., 2016).
Stage environment fit (SEF) theory (Eccles and Midgley, 1989)
drew from person-environment interaction (PEI) theory (Hunt,
1975) to explore the impact of transitions on adolescent
development (Eccles and Roeser, 2009). SEF theory suggests that
change in students’ attitudes to school following transition is
not necessarily a feature of the move itself, but is the result
of a mismatch between the emotional, cognitive and social
needs of the individual student and the environment of the
school to which they transition (Eccles and Roeser, 2009).
A systematic review of adolescent psychological development
at school transition identified several of these key person-
environment interactions that influence children’s psychosocial
functioning and well-being (Symonds and Galton, 2014). These
interactions included the fit or misfit between the child’s needs
for safety, relatedness, autonomy, competency, enjoyment and
identity development, and their experiences of teachers and
peers, school environment, curriculum, and pedagogy.

PRIMARY—SECONDARY TRANSITION
FOR CHILDREN WITH ASD

Considering the key characteristics of ASD such as difficulties
with change, rigid thinking styles, social interaction difficulties,
and sensory challenges, it is not unusual that students with
ASD can be particularly vulnerable transferring to a new school
(Richter et al., 2019b). Given the variability in the presentation
of ASD (Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019), previous research
has found considerable heterogeneity within the transition
requirements of students with ASD (Dillon and Underwood,
2012; Fortuna, 2014; Richter et al., 2019a). Although such
students are at considerably higher risk of complications during
the primary-secondary transition, these risks can be mitigated
by environmental or familial protective factors (Hannah and
Topping, 2013).

Accordingly, the psychosocial outcomes of school transition
for students with ASD are mixed in the literature. Some of
these students have reported experiences of transition that were
positive and better than anticipated (Hannah and Topping,
2013; Fortuna, 2014), and in line with their typically developing
counterparts (Zeedyk et al., 2003). Differences have been
observed between the positive experiences of those transferring
to a specialist ASD provision, or to a supportive mainstream
setting, compared to the negative experiences of those moving
to mainstream with no support (Dann, 2011). However, others
have reported a fundamentally negative experience of transition
regardless of the type of provision to which a student was
transferring (Makin et al., 2017).
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A systematic review applying Evangelou et al.’s (2008) criteria
for transition success found that, while transition concerns for
students with ASD were equivalent to their typically developing
peers, their ASD diagnosis added a layer of complexity to the
transition (Richter et al., 2019b). This research identified that, in
addition to typical transition concerns, specific issues related to
the transition of students with ASD, such as transition planning,
student-teacher relationships, and teacher well-being (Richter
et al., 2019b). The importance of transition planning cannot
be understated with a personalized approach unique to each
individual student with ASD being a necessity (Hebron, 2017b).
Because of the importance of systems-level factors, such as delays
in identifying placement, and poor transition planning at primary
level, on students’ positive adaptation after school transition, it
is essential to ensure a good fit between the student with ASD
and their school environment both before, during and after the
transition (Makin et al., 2017).

PARENT AND CHILD PERSPECTIVES

Although parents have been identified as playing a pivotal role
in supporting a child’s transition (Stoner et al., 2007), there
is limited research on parents’ perspectives of their children’s
transition from primary to secondary (Dillon and Underwood,
2012). Similarly, parents’ perceptions of school fit at transition
within existing research literature is sparse, which is surprising
given they are uniquely placed to offer valuable insight into
their child’s needs, given their knowledge of their children across
various environments and developmental stages (Bahena et al.,
2016). Additionally, including children’s first-person accounts of
transferring between schools with ASD is important for building
the evidence base. This is critical because these children are the
experts on ASD and are less likely than non-autistic people to
view ASD through a deficit defined lens (Gillespie-Lynch et al.,
2017). Including the perspectives of children on their transition
experiences can help inform practitioners of the appropriate
supports required at transition (Hannah and Topping, 2013).

EDUCATIONAL PROVISION FOR
STUDENTS WITH ASD IN IRELAND

Similar to the United Kingdom, most children in Ireland enter
secondary school at age 12 after attending primary school for 8
years. This timing roughly equates to the transfer to from middle
school to high school in the United States. Secondary school
(or post-primary school) finishes at around age 18/19 years in
Ireland. The Irish school system is not differentiated by ability
(there are no tracked schools) and children withmild tomoderate
special needs are often educated in mainstream schools alongside
children without identified special needs.

In Ireland, one in 65 students in schools has been diagnosed
with ASD representing 1.55 per cent of the student population
(National Council for Special Education, 2016). This calculation
is based on school-aged children with ASD in state-funded
schools. Government policy and legislation have moved toward a
policy of inclusion resulting in an increasing number of students

with ASD accessing mainstream education with specialist
teaching support or special ASD classes (Parsons et al., 2011).

Within mainstream schools, students are placed in either
a special class for ASD or they remain in mainstream classes
and generally receive supplementary teaching based of their
level of need (McCoy et al., 2020). In Ireland, a special class
generally serves the function of a “home room” that children
go to when they are not attending subject specialist classes
throughout the day. Additionally, children can be assigned
access to a Special Needs Assistant where they are deemed to
have specific additional needs that require extra support. The
department defines these as additional and significant care needs
and proposes that SNA support is necessary to enable the pupil
to attend school, to integrate successfully with their peers, and
to minimize the impact of the behavior of students with SEN
on other in the class (McCoy et al., 2014). Currently in Ireland,
special ASD classes comprise a staffing ratio of one teacher and
a minimum of two special needs assistants (SNAs) for every
six children (Daly et al., 2016). ASD classes are in operation at
primary and secondary level for students with ASD diagnoses.
Students in these classes often have Individual Education Plans
(IEPs) and structured timetabled school days with integration
in mainstream (where possible) (Daly et al., 2016). In primary
school, a considerable discrepancy exists in how the curriculum
is delivered within ASD classes (Finlay et al., 2019).

There is no formalized transition to secondary school
programme for students with ASD, and transition practices vary
from school to school (Daly et al., 2016). While school have
been found to engage appropriately with the transition process
regarding students with ASD, a need for more evidenced based
practice has been identified (Deacy et al., 2015).

THE CURRENT STUDY

This research aimed to explore the perspectives of students
with ASD and their parents on their transition from primary
to secondary school using the lens of school fit. It is hoped
that this comprehensive examination of the interactions between
the pupils’ needs and the school environment across school
transition will help identify environmental adaptations or
practices that can better support students with ASD. By
considering how the needs of pupils with ASD fit with their
environment before and after transition, it could emerge that
there are features of the school environment that work better
for pupils with ASD at either primary or secondary levels. This
knowledge could be used to inform practice at the alternative
level (primary or secondary). Additionally, given that previous
research has identified the importance of planning for students
with ASD, this research will explore parents’ and children’s
perspectives on their transition planning. Finally, it is hoped
that a review of the transition experiences from the perspectives
of two of the key stakeholders will identify any unnecessary
challenges existing within the school environment, which could
help inform future policy and procedures for supporting school
transitions for students with ASD. The current study is the first
study on the lived experiences of Irish children with ASD as they
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transfer from primary to secondary school, and the following five
research questions guided the research:

1. What were the perceived fits between the school environment
and the individual child’s needs in the last term of
primary school?

2. What were the perceived fits between the school environment
and the individual child’s needs in the first term of
secondary school?

3. What were the perceived misfits between the school
environment and the individual child’s needs in the last term
of primary school?

4. What were the perceived misfits between the school
environment and the individual child’s needs in the first term
of secondary school?

5. Which transition planning experiences did the children and
parents perceive as being helpful?

METHODS

Participants and Procedures
Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee
of the university to which the researchers are attached.
The research complied with ethical guidelines from the
Psychological Society of Ireland’s (PSI) Code of Professional
Ethics (Psychological Society of Ireland, 2019), and the PSI’s
Guidelines on Confidentiality and Record-Keeping in Practice
(Psychological Society of Ireland, 2011). Written informed
consent was obtained from adult participants and assent was
obtained from child participants. The children’s assent form
was presented in an accessible format, posted in advance of
interviews, and administered again before the start of the
interview to ensure comprehension and agreement. Given the
debate in the ASD literature concerning person-first language
vs. identity-first language, the participants indicated how they
would like to be described in the research through a questionnaire
administered immediately before the second interview.

Six children (one girl, five boys) with ASD and their
parents were recruited from a service providing diagnostic and
intervention services to children with ASD attendingmainstream
schools. Participant inclusion criteria were that children had
to (1) be transferring from a mainstream primary school to a
mainstream secondary school within the service’s locality; (2)
have received a clinical diagnosis from a multidisciplinary team
of an autistic spectrum disorder (including autistic disorder and
Asperger Syndrome), according to international classification
instruments; and (3) not have a diagnosed intellectual disability.

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling. A
single local multidisciplinary service was chosen to recruit
participants from, because of an existing working relationship
between the service and the first author. This relationship allowed
the first author to seek additional guidance and resources from
the service, if so required, when researching with the vulnerable
children. Information about the study was distributed by the
service clinicians to all parents of children with a diagnosis of
ASD within the service who were attending the last year of a

mainstream primary school. A total of six mothers self-selected
for their children to participate in the study.

The six children had a diagnosis of ASD according to ICD-
10 criteria: three with Asperger’s Syndrome and three with
Childhood Autism. Two children had a history of school refusal;
one had changed primary schools, and the other had a reduced
school day. No child attended the same school as another child in
the study. The schools were in both rural and urban locations.
Three children were transferring from mainstream primary to
mainstream secondary school, two were transferring from a
mainstream special class in primary school to a special class in
mainstream secondary school, and one was transferring from
a mainstream primary class to a special class in mainstream
secondary school. All the children had IQ scores reported in
the Average Range or higher in their most recent cognitive
assessments. None of the children were accessing supports for
Speech and Language difficulties beyond the communication
difficulties associated with ASD. See Table 1 for a detailed profile
of each young person.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted by the first author
in the final term of primary school, and again 8 weeks into the
first term of secondary school. The interviews were conducted
in quiet environments, at either the multidisciplinary service (n
= 2) or at the participants’ homes (n = 4) and were of 20 to
30min duration. The first author followed recommendations on
conducting semi-structured interviews with families living with
ASD (Cridland et al., 2015). Interviews were audio recorded and
all audio recordings were transcribed by the first author.

Many considerations were considered within the interview
process given the vulnerable nature of young people with ASD
in an attempt to ensure the validity of the data. Participants were
given the option of having a familiar adult present to reduce
anxiety (Fayette and Bond, 2018). Only one child requested a
parent to be present for one interview. The researcher asked
open-ended, non-leading questions, and reassured the child from
the outset that there were no right or wrong answers (Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2015). To ensure reliability in the research, the same
interview schedule and interviewer were utilized throughout
the study.

Interview Schedules
Semi-structured interviews were chosen given their ability to
elicit rich information through discourse, flexible structure,
and assistance in developing rapport with the participants
(Martin et al., 2019). Interview questions were structured around
the notions of fit and misfit between features of the school
environment and the developing child, before and after transition
(Eccles and Midgley, 1989). The questions asked children and
parents their views on which features of school elicited positive
emotions in the child (e.g., liking and interest) and negative
emotions in the child (e.g., disliking and boredom), and on which
features of school fit well or misfit with the child as a person.
The same question topics were repeated for children and parents,
before and after transition. Additional questions on how well
the child had settled into secondary school were included in the
post-transition interview schedule.
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TABLE 1 | Number of Child/Parent References per theme.

Themes and Sub-Themes Child Data Parental Data

Number of

Childrens

Number of

References

Number of

Parents

Number of

References

Fit Primary School

Feelings About School 2 2 2 3

Peer Relationships 6 11 6 13

Relationship With School Staff 5 8 6 20

Curriculum 6 27 5 13

School Organization 2 4 4 11

Accommodations 5 9 4 19

Fit Secondary School

Feelings About School 6 9 6 13

Peer Relationships 6 17 6 14

Relationship With School Staff 6 18 5 14

Curriculum 6 29 6 26

School Organization 6 23 6 27

Accommodations 4 8 4 23

Misfit Primary School

Feelings About School 4 4 5 13

Peer Relationships 1 2 4 11

Relationship With School Staff 6 13 4 19

Curriculum 6 16 5 12

School Organization 2 9 4 14

Lack of Accommodations 4 8 4 7

Misfit Secondary School

Peer Relationships 5 11 3 7

Relationship With School Staff 5 10 4 16

Curriculum 5 18 5 13

School Organization 4 20 4 19

Lack of Accommodations 1 1 4 16

To ensure that the questions worked well for the participants,
they were reviewed by experts in ASD (a first-year college student
with ASD and members of a multidisciplinary services team).
This resulted in each question being presented separately on
a card to the child participant, as well as the questions being
asked aloud to help reduce anxiety and enable the child to
remember each question. Draft interview schedules were piloted
with one child with ASD and his mother, in his first year of
secondary school.

Analysis Plan
A total of 24 interviews were conducted: with the six children
before, and after transition (n = 12), and with the six mothers
before and after transition (n = 12). NVivo version 12 was used
to analyse the interview transcripts. The data from parents and
children were pooled into sets representing views on fit and
misfit before and after transition, and each set was analyzed
separately using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006,
2012). Data were firstly coded as fit or misfit based on positive
or negative comments or observations, then the data were
coded inductively within these frameworks. For the purposes
of anonymity all participants will be referred to as “hey”
in the analysis.

RESULTS

The results section is organized by fits and misfits at primary
and secondary school. Within each section we have summarized
the main results by theme. Tables 2–5 contain quotes from
participants to illustrate these findings with the voices of parents
and children. We have also summarized the main fits and
misfits in Table 6, with attention paid to the discontinuities
(identified differences in experience) between primary and
secondary schooling.

Perceived Fits in Primary School
Across the parent and child interviews, six themes emerged
that suggested a fit between the child and their primary school
environment. See Table 1 on page 19 outlining the number of
participants and number of participant references per theme at
each time point.

Fit 1: Feelings About Primary School
Two of the six children and their parents identified that the
children liked their primary school. The parents acknowledged
that while there were “stressors” for their children in school, the
children were happy at school and generally liked going there.
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TABLE 2 | Fits pre-transition.

Theme Selected Quotes

Feelings About

School

• “School can be fun” (C6)

• “I think he likes it quite a lot. He likes his

routine” (PC6)

Peer Relationships • “They just kinda make it easier.”(C4)

• “I mean he’d be lost he’d be lost without them

(friends)” (PC6)

Relationships with

School Staff

• “ Like they let you talk if you need to talk and if you

don’t want to talk then they leave you for a while

to regulate and stuff” (C1)

• “When that teacher was there it was the

best” (PC2)

Curriculum • “I guess science is one thing I’m very interested

in”(C2)

• “He just thinks that he’s not good but yeah he

actually is good at everything” (PC3)

School

Organization

• “If I need to get out of the class and go to the unit

I can just tell the teacher and I can just go to the

unit. Like there’s no questions asked.” (C1)

• “The kindness that the staff show everyone,

autistic or otherwise is amazing” (PC1)

Accommodations • “Sometimes people need a break from time to time

like just go somewhere for 5min and take a break”

(C5)

• “I mean the classes would do movement breaks

which involved everybody, so he wasn’t singled

out.” (PC6)

The two children discussed how they liked school and that it was
“fun” sometimes.

Fit 2: Peer Relationships at Primary School
All six children and five parents discussed positive aspects of the
child’s relationships with their peers in primary school. Children
spoke about how they had friends in school they could relate to
with the same interests, with some identifying their friends as
being the best thing about school. For some of the children who
found school difficult, peers were a source of comfort in the yard
or for helping understand the teachers’ instructions. One parent
disclosed that contact with peers was the thing that encouraged
their child to go to school most days.

Fit 3 Relationships With Primary School Staff
Five parents and three children spoke about the importance of
having teachers who understood the children and their needs.
Most of these children and parents referred to support teachers or
Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) rather than class teachers in this
regard. Children explained the importance of having someone to
help them solve problems and talk things through. Three parents
reported that when their child had a positive relationship with
the class teacher, the stress levels at home decreased. Parents
explained that when teachers or staff took the time to understand
the child and their needs, it preempted issues before they arose.
Parents did not generally describe the teachers in terms of how
well they understood ASD; instead they represented the teachers
as being “kind” and “supportive.” One parent whose child was

TABLE 3 | Fits post-transition.

Theme Selected Quotes

Feelings About

School

• “It’s fun, it’s better than what I expected it to be”

(C5)

• “School is still school, but no comparison, no

school refusal. He comes home singing; he just

seems happy” (PC4)

Peer Relationships • “My friends in my primary… made fun of me and I

just didn’t really mind but I can like now notice the

difference so much now because nobody does it

in my school now so it’s really good” (C5)

• “His friends were like ‘I am nervous’, and he was

like ‘dude me too I’m nervous’. But you know

maybe they help each other” (PC2)

Relationships With

School Staff

• “In the new school it’s their job to be good at one

subject and it’s just better the teachers seemed

better suited to teach” (C4)

• “She’s had a chat with and make sure he was

okay, asking him ‘is there anything else we can be

doing”’ (PC5)

Curriculum • “The maths is more advanced, like it’s more

complicated or difficult” (C6)

• “I think he just challenges him mentally; I think he

learns new things and sees new things” (PC3)

School

Organization

• “It’s just the dynamic is so different, like you aren’t

dependent on one teacher to teach you and like

let’s say you have a bad teacher it doesn’t mean

you have a bad teacher every day of the year, it

just means you’ve a bad teacher like maybe twice

a week which is really really good” (C4)

• “He said he loves the fact that he’s got a different

subject every 40min, whereas I suppose in

primary it was kind of the same thing” (PC3)

Accommodations • “There is literally three people you can talk to” (C3)

• “The resource center is the place where they

seem to feel safest at the moment definitely. Staff

wise as well as peer wise” (PC1)

having a particularly difficult time in school acknowledged that
having one person in the school who was seen as a “safety person”
by the child made life easier for both her and her child. Another
parent described the difficulties in getting their child to school
every day, and how when they were late, they would meet the
principal. He would greet them with small talk and chat, as
opposed to berating the child for being late, which he understood
would only exacerbate the problem.

Fit 4: Primary School Curriculum
All students and five parents were able to identify at least one
subject that the child was good at in primary school. Three
parents referred to their children as being good academically,
and four students described themselves as being “good at maths.”
Three students liked Art, PE, and Science, describing Science
as “interesting” and Art and PE as “fun.” Two students found
English interesting.

Fit 5: Primary School Organization
Parents described the importance of issues such as bullying being
dealt with as they arose, as they felt this had the effect of making
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TABLE 4 | Misfits pre-transition.

Theme Selected Quotes

Feelings About

School

• “I think in a different school he probably would have

thrived more, but I don’t know… he did not feel

safe.” (PC4)

• “So when he comes to me in the house he’s just

like a bomb” (PC2)

• “Not that much.” (C4)

Peer Relationships • “He was being picked on a for a couple of years”

(PC5)

• “I know they do it to everyone, but it still feels like

it’s just you” (C4)

Relationships With

School Staff

• “Hold it in (when upset). Because if I let it out in

school the teacher would give out to me more.”

(C4)

• “He felt like in the primary school they did not mix

them with some other kids so that was saying to

him why is there any problem with us, we can do

everything that those ones can do” (PC2)

Curriculum • “And then there’s Irish which I find AGHHRRRR

(Very angry noise) basically is it (fist banging angry

noises)” C3

• “He really dislikes Irish he I suppose that be his

weakest subject” (PC6)

• “I’d struggle with doing the homework and

sometimes when I’m in school I’d worry so much

that I’d forget a book in school” (C5)

School

Organization

• “Then there’s PE the teachers take away a time

from PE if you do something wrong. Even though

PE is part of the curriculum”(C4)

• “I wasn’t allowed to talk to his SNA in third class

due this rule that parents were not allowed talk to

SNAs. They absolutely refused to let me meet the

woman, know her name, anything” (PC4)

Lack of

Accommodations

• “I just want to go to the normal classes cuz I felt

like I was kinda being treated like a child” (C2)

• “No allowances are made for the fact that this

child has difficulties and getting cross with him

could ruin his whole day” (PC2)

the child feel safe in school. One student who had changed
schools following a period of school refusal described “feeling
safe” in the new primary school as they navigated the school
day between the mainstream and special class. Another student
outlined how they were happy that there were three final year
classes in their school, as this meant the class sizes were smaller
at around 20 per class. Two parents spoke about how all children
were treated equally in the school regardless of diagnosis.

Fit 6: Accommodations at Primary School
Five children identified that access to sensory or movement
breaks greatly helped them engage with learning and school
generally. Students described how movement or a break from
the class helped them “concentrate” and described themselves
as “refreshed” after this break. Four parents also emphasized
the importance of these breaks, and spoke about how teachers
incorporated these breaks into the class routine. Three parents
talked about the value of having a space for their child to access
when they needed it. Three parents outlined how the school had

TABLE 5 | Misfits post-transition.

Theme Selected Quotes

Feelings About

School

• “We’ve had days where they’ve refused, and

cried and we’ve had 2 days where they’ve just

not gone to school because the thoughts were

just too overwhelming” (PC1)

Peer Relationships • “He’s quite rigid in that respect he likes to be doing

what he’s supposed to do, and he doesn’t like

noise and messing” (PC6)

• “It was quite easy in primary school—you make

friends in junior infants as little kids but in

secondary school it’s a bit harder to make

friends” (C6)

Relationships With

School Staff

• “We play and laugh loud they will come and say

you are making too much noise, but the other ones

that are normal nobody is saying that to them” (C2)

• “Has someone sitting next to him monitoring him

and he doesn’t like that” (PC4)

Curriculum • “Well in general there’s more homework… on

average you have two books per subject that

already 18 books you’re taking home” (C3)

• “German, French Irish, I think he struggles with

languages, I mean he never liked Irish at

school,” (PC6)

School

Organization

• “Well sometimes people would get lost and it’s very

crowded in the hallways” (C6)

• “There are three lockers on top of each other and

all the children go there at the same time and he’s

lucky because he has a top one but there are two

children under him so I don’t even know how they

can manage” (PC3)

Lack of

Accommodations

• “She (teacher) said that and I need a copy for her

class, she doesn’t like the fact that I use my laptop”

(C4)

• “It’s like they have the understanding… they’ve

read books and they can say okay autism is

difficultly in this area… [but] let’s throw all of my

preconceived notions out the window and let’s

see what this small person brings, does that

make sense” (PC1)

accommodated their child with the provision of either a physical
space or by having an identified person they could approach.
Finally, two parents described sensory difficulties their child had
concerning the school uniform and acknowledged that their
school had been very accommodating in allowing them flexibility
with the wearing of the uniform.

Perceived Fits in Secondary School
The post-transition data fit well into the same broad pattern
of themes as the pre-transition data, regarding fits between the
children and the school environment.

Fit 1: Feelings About Secondary School
All parents and children reported positive experiences of
secondary schooling post-transition. Most parents and children
explained that secondary school was better than primary school
and had exceeded expectations in some cases. One child reported
that they liked secondary school but was also struggling with
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TABLE 6 | Fits and misfits across transition (discontinuities in bold).

Pre-Transition Post-Transition

Fits Friends at school with the

same interests

Kind and understanding

teachers (SNAs)

Fun subjects (art, science)

Feeling competent at

subjects

Schools managing bullying

incidents well

Smaller class sizes

Sensory/movement breaks

Flexibility around wearing

school uniform

Making new friends who help with

schoolwork and routines

Feeling accepted by friends for

who they are

Transferring with friends from

primary school

Kind and understanding teachers

Subject specialist teaching

New subject choices

Better facilities for subjects

Accommodations for homework

Movement between classes

Structured activities at break

Special classes as a base

Misfits Bullying and teasing

Peers misbehaving in class

Being treated ‘differently’ by

SNAs

Irish language learning

Homework

Lessons not stimulating

enough

Not enough breaks

Lack of school support for

planning for transition to

secondary school

Being teased, witnessing bullying

Peers misbehaving in class

Being treated ‘differently’ by SNAs

Language learning (including Irish)

Homework

Lockers in main corridors

No uniform accommodations

Not being able to access

laptops in every class

aspects of the school day, and therefore admitted that they had
mixed feelings overall. All the parents were assured that their
children had adapted to the new schools, with some admitting
that, although the child had been initially more enamored, and
the “novelty had worn off,” the child still liked school and was
happy to attend.

Fit 2: Peer Relationships at Secondary School
All of the children and most of the parents spoke about the
importance of peers in secondary school. Five parents talked
about the new friends their children had made in their new
schools. Parents also communicated about how the friends
appeared to be supporting each other in terms of reassuring
each other, understanding homework and understanding teacher
instructions. Children and some parents highlighted that the
children felt a level of acceptance from their new friends that had
not been present in primary school. Some children spoke about
the reassurance of having understanding friends or peers who had
transferred with them from primary school.

Fit 3 Relationship With Secondary School Staff
This theme was much more salient for the children than
their parents. All of the children identified teachers that they
found “funny,” “kind,” “genuine,” and “interesting.” Some children
remarked how teachers had more in-depth knowledge of their
subjects in secondary and in some cases reported a shared interest
with their teachers. Three children felt that their teachers gave
explicit instructions which they found reassuring. Parents felt

that the staff were “kind and caring” and two parents noted that
teachers appeared to be “checking in” with their child throughout
the day to preempt difficulties before they arose.

Fit 4: Secondary School Curriculum
For nearly all parents and children, the introduction of new
subject choices at secondary school was a positive feature. All
the children who had the option of the technical subjects (i.e.,
woodwork and metalwork) reported enjoying them. Parents and
students acknowledged that subjects seemed to have more depth
in secondary school which made them more appealing. For
parents, this contributed to their child being more challenged
than they had been in primary school. Two students identified
PE as being much better, with one remarking that access to
gym equipment facilitated more meaningful movement breaks
than primary school. In terms of competency, all students and
parents identified at least one subject the children were good
at in secondary school. Parents were a little less sure than their
children as they felt it is still “early days” and many had not
had results from the school yet. Some children acknowledged
that, in some subjects, they were revising work already covered
at primary, but they were reassured by this. Some of the children
accessed support classes during their school day to help complete
some of their homework. Other children remarked that they
liked that homework did not always have to be completed
the day it was assigned in secondary. These children identified
these accommodations for doing homework as a big positive to
secondary school.

Fit 5: Secondary School Organization
For the children, there appeared to be many aspects of
the secondary school environment that were more favorable
than at primary school. Children outlined that they liked the
opportunities for additional movement when moving between
classes and having different teachers. For some children, the rules
at secondary appeared more reasonable than primary. For many
of the children, the experience of break time was significantly
improved; children could attend structured lunchtime activities
such as camera club, or the library or find a quieter space away
from the crowds if they wished. The children in the sample felt
this provided themwith a “freedom” they did not have in primary
school. Parents commented that they thought their child felt safer
in school and that generally, the ethos of their child’s secondary
school was well-matched with their needs.

Fit 6: Secondary School Accommodations
Interestingly, this theme was not as salient for the children as it
had been in primary school, as it appears that the child’s need for
movement breaks were reasonably satisfied by moving classes.
Three children identified the folders that their schools use to
organize their books andmaterials as being helpful. Many parents
and children emphasized the importance of having a designated
place or a person available for times of stress and anxiety. Parents
appeared satisfied with the level of support their children were
receiving at secondary school, feeling that there was a “team of
staff” supporting their child. For the children accessing a special
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class at secondary school, having their lockers and individual
workstation in the base class was a welcome resource.

Perceived Misfits in Primary School
Regarding misfits, the data readily converged into the same six
themes that were found for fits between school environment and
children’s needs.

Misfit 1: Feelings About Primary School
Four parents acknowledged that their child did not like school,
with two describing a long history of school refusal. Three of the
parents spoke about how the distress caused by school attendance
permeated into their child’s home life. One parent described it
as “horrendous,” how her child “cried every day for years; it was
horrific!”. Other parents talked about how their child needed
time every evening to “decompress.” The parent of one child who
stated that they liked school, spoke about how their mood started
to deteriorate on Sunday afternoon in anticipation of the return
to school. The children were less clear, with two describing being
ambivalent toward school with their feelings changing day to day,
and another two being very clear that there was nothing about
school they liked at all.

Misfit 2: Peer Relationships at Primary School
The issues of peer relationships negatively impacting the child
were more salient for the parents than the students. Two children
described incidences of peers being “annoying” for touching their
belongings or teasing. Three parents described occurrences of
their child being bullied, with the bullying going unaddressed
by the school for many years. Parents also spoke about the
difficulties their children had in managing friends’ poor behavior
in the classroom and how the unpredictability of this behavior led
to increased anxiety and problems negotiating the relationships.

Misfit 3: Relationship With Primary School Staff
Four out of the six children spoke about difficulties in their
interactions with their teachers. Some children spoke about
having difficulty understanding instructions in the classrooms.
Two children and three parents emphasized how the children
had been treated differently to their typically developing peers
because of their diagnosis of ASD. Both parents (3) and the
children (3) described ‘not feeling heard’ or “believed,” and as a
result often no longer reported issues to the school, as they did
not expect their problems to be addressed. Children and parents
highlighted the importance of “trust” for the young people with
ASD in the sample. They needed to be sure that the staff member
was consistent with their commitments. Parents spoke about
difficulties with the relationship between their child and the SNA,
with the child seeking more freedom and independence from
being “followed by the SNA.”

Misfit 4: Primary School Curriculum
Irish represented the biggest challenge for all parents and
children in the study, who were studying the subject (two
students had exemptions from studying Irish). Children spoke
about how they could not understand Irish and reported that it
made no sense and how they could not understand why everyone
in the class was more proficient than them with the subject.

Homework was identified as another significant stressor for three
children and two parents. Four children also stated that they
were not interested in maths, or that most of the subjects had
no meaning and were repetitive. One parent also felt that there
was not enough stimulation within the academic content for their
child in primary school.

Misfit 5: Primary School Organization
Children and parents expressed concern about the rigidity of
some of the primary school and classroom rules, remarking how
flexibility is expected from children with ASD. However, the
school system does not allow for flexibility when dealing with
students with additional needs. Half of the parents mentioned
the sensory challenges in the school environment, such as desks
seated too close to each other, students cramped together for
noisy assembly and wearing an uncomfortable uniform. Since
the children in the special classes had a “place” to go to when
overwhelmed, these issues were more prevalent for children in
the mainstream environment.

Misfit 6: Lack of Primary School Accommodations
Parents were concerned about the lack of understanding around
ASD by primary school support staff, particularly regarding
supporting their child’s transition to secondary school. In parents’
and children’s descriptions, there was an inconsistency in the
approach taken by primary schools in preparing the child with
ASD for secondary school. Some parents also reported the school
being reluctant to give the child with ASD special treatment
in preparing for school transition. One child who was in the
ASD class expressed regret that he was not allowed to spend
more time in the mainstream class, and others spoke about the
expectations being higher in the mainstream class. Finally, one
child and two parents spoke about not accessing breaks from the
classroom or having a break scheduled for a particular time, and
the child could not access breaks outside of this time regardless
of the circumstances.

Perceived Misfits in Secondary School
Across the parent and child interviews, the same dominant six
themes best categorized the different types of misfits between the
child and their new secondary school environment.

Misfit 1: Feelings About Secondary School
None of the students expressed any entirely negative feelings
about secondary school. Only one child in the sample had mixed
feelings, and their parent had concerns over whether they would
be able to continue in their secondary school.

Misfit 2: Peer Relationships
Parents and children identified other children’s misbehavior in
class as a problem. These were mainly low-level behaviors such
as talking out of turn and messing in class, but the children
still reported the behaviors as “annoying.” Additionally, two
parents expressed concern that, despite requests beforehand,
their children had been separated from the majority of their
primary school peers in their new schools. The challenges
faced by children with social communication difficulties were
evident in children’s descriptions of situations of negotiating
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relationships with their class peers. No child reported experiences
of bullying in their new school. However, difficulties in managing
incidences of teasing, joking and witnessing other people being
bullied were described by parents and children alike.

Misfit 3 Relationships With Secondary School Staff
Three of the children in the sample felt that the SNAs treated
them differently from their mainstream peers, which frustrated
the children and caused them to reject the support offered by
the SNA. The children wanted the same independence as their
mainstream peers and rejected being “followed” and “treated like
a child.” Children commented that if they did not like the teacher,
it impacted on their interest in the subject in question.

Misfit 4: Secondary School Curriculum
Homework remained a source of stress for many of the children,
most notably the children in the mainstream classes who did not
have access to homework classes in school. Children reported
difficulty managing the books, writing homework down from
the board and having to do homework at the weekend. While
two children in the sample had secured an exemption from Irish
at secondary school, languages remained the most challenging
subject for many of the children who were studying them, as
expressed by both parents and children. Most of the children
could identify a subject they found boring.

Misfit 5: Secondary School Organization
The main feature of the secondary school environment reported
to concern parents and children alike was the locker system.
They emphasized that the lockers were too small, and the
locker area was overwhelming. Lockers were noted to be an
issue for the children attending mainstream classes exclusively.
Unsurprisingly, given the difficulties people with ASD have in
processing sensory information, many children and their parents
spoke about problems managing busy corridors, locker areas
and the associated noises. Transport was an area of difficulty
for some children as this significantly increased the length of
their school day. Getting used to wearing the new uniform was
difficult for some children, particularly those who had uniform
accommodations at primary school.

Misfit 6: Lack of Secondary School Accommodations
Most parents and children reported that they had been
accustomed to managing the difficulties outlined in the previous
section. However, parents and children expressed concern about
accessing support. Notably, this was only the parents of children
in the mainstream environment. One parent expressed disbelief
that her son could not access any of the supports available to
children in the ASD center in the school he was attending. For
two of the children, difficulties concerning continuity of accessing
their laptops was observed. Additionally, parents felt that while
the staff in school might have had a general understanding of
ASD, some had difficulty applying the information to individual
children’s needs. This was particularly evident for the children
who “masked” their struggles or who did not appear to have overt
ASD behaviors.

Helpful Transition Planning Experiences
All the parents and children in the sample reported that
they accessed significant transition preparation. For the most
part, this consisted of visits to the secondary school. Some
children described completing worksheets and workbooks in
school that supported the transition. Two children received
additional support in terms of color coding books, managing
books and understanding timetables. One child described how
teachers from a secondary school provided workshops to
all the 6th class students in the school over 3 weeks, on
organization skills for secondary school. One school produced
a specific booklet for all students with additional needs, with
crucial information about the school and school environment,
including photographs of the support staff. While the children
described the workbook and worksheets as helpful, one child
emphasized that they did not find them useful because they
were about secondary school generally and not about their
specific school. “The primary school they don’t have papers
for the specific school they’re just off the main primary
stuff about secondary school, so you won’t really get much
information” (C2).

Both parents and children emphasized the importance of
visiting the secondary school before transfer, for reducing
much of the impending anxiety around the transition. Most
students visited the secondary school twice, but the majority
of the students had many more visits. These visits allowed the
children to meet other children, meet teachers and support
staff, meet their identified contact person, tour the school
and familiarize themselves with the surroundings, have their
questions answered. One child summed up the importance of
these visits

“I usually get anxious and stuff. . . for example if I were to go into

first day of school and wouldn’t know what the school would look

like, I’d just get butterflies inmy tummy and I’d just get all worked

up because I wouldn’t know what was going on or anything, but

when I went to the school to see how it is and stuff it helped a lot

because now I’m going to know what to do, so now I won’t be as

worked up” (C4).

Parents and children also spoke extensively about how the
secondary schools delivered a gradual introduction to the
school timetable and curriculum after the students started at
the end of August. These first few days focused on first-year
bonding, information classes on secondary school practices, and
familiarization with the timetable. Children also described how
the school rules were more relaxed and not fully enforced for
the first few weeks until students became acclimatized to the new
environment. Some schools had support teams for the incoming
first year students comprised of older peers, and this was reported
to be very helpful. Generally, the parents and children identified
the gradual start with reduced days at the beginning of the school
as the most beneficial thing to help them become accustomed to
their new school.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 10 December 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 55157466

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Stack et al. Primary-Secondary School Transition ASD

DISCUSSION

Six children with ASD and their parents were interviewed in
the last term of primary school and again during the first term
in secondary school. The interviews elicited their perceptions
of the features of primary and secondary school environments
that fit or misfit with the individual children’s needs. Children
and parents also provided their perspectives on the positive and
negative aspects of the transition planning process. The results
documented several examples of fit and misfit, pre- and post-
transition, within the major themes of feelings about school,
peer relationships, relationships with school staff, curriculum,
school organization, and accommodations. In the discussion, we
examine how children’s and parents’ perceptions of those features
of schooling altered across the transition, to summarize the most
supportive and problematic features of school environment at
transition for children with ASD.

Feelings About School
Research has suggested that for some children with ASD, the
experience of transition to secondary school is overwhelmingly
positive (Dann, 2011), exceeds expectations (Hannah and
Topping, 2013), and allows for optimism regarding the move
(Mandy et al., 2016). Similarly, for most children and parents
in this study, their feelings about school generally were more
positive in secondary school than in primary school. Children
reported that they liked secondary better than primary and that it
was better than they expected. Encouragement can be obtained
from the fact that negative experiences of primary school for
many of the children in the sample were not evident in the early
stages post-transition to secondary school.

Peer Relationships
Peer relationships are crucial given their impact on student
engagement in learning as well as protecting from stress
(Topping, 2011; Symonds and Hargreaves, 2014). Despite their
difficulties with social understanding and social interactions,
and similar to their typically developing peers, many children
with ASD are interested in forming friendships and being
involved in social groups (Dillon et al., 2016). In the current
research, all the participants emphasized the importance of peer
relationships before and after the primary-secondary transition.
They identified peer supports as playing a significant role in their
happiness in school. Similar to previous findings (Richter et al.,
2019a), the students and their parents reported feeling generally
accepted by peers, with parents remarking on the quality
of the friendships. The larger secondary school environment
often provides more significant opportunities for developing
friendships (Hebron, 2017a).

Relationships With School Staff
Emotionally supportive student-teacher relationships are a
protective factor in encouraging student engagement in learning
at transition (Symonds and Hargreaves, 2014). They are a critical
factor in influencing transition success for students with ASD,
whereby difficulties in such relationships cause considerable
stress to students, parents and teachers themselves (Richter

et al., 2019b). In primary school, the study children and their
parents spoke mostly about support staff (resource or special
class teacher, SNA) in this regard, with almost none mentioning
mainstream class teachers unless it was in the context of a
negative experience. However, like Dann (2011), the students
and parents in the current research spoke positively about
the secondary school teachers describing them as “fun” and
“genuine,” as well as “kind and caring.” This finding corroborates
the suggestion that a good understanding of ASD is not
as important as an approachable and progressive attitude by
teachers (Richter et al., 2019a).

Curriculum
The participants in this study welcomed the choice of subjects
available at secondary school. This variety affords children with
ASD an opportunity to explore their interests that is not an
option for them at primary school (Neal and Frederickson,
2016). Additionally, the interest the children displayed in their
school subjects is essential given that academic interest has been
recognized as suggestive of a positive transition (Peters and
Brooks, 2016).

Homework emerged as a concern in previous research given
the challenge people with ASD have when separate environments
such as home and school intersect (Dillon and Underwood,
2012). It is not surprising, therefore, that homework represented
a talking point for most participants before and after the
transition. Following transition, the children in the ASD classes
described the benefits of having opportunities during the day to
complete their homework.

School Organization
Comparable to findings by Neal and Frederickson (2016), the
results suggested that the children valued many of the changes
in school environment occurring due to transition to secondary
school. Participants spoke about the benefits of moving class
every 40min, not having the same teacher all day, and the benefits
of clearly defined rules and structures.

As with previous research (Makin et al., 2017), the children
in this research identified many supports available to the entire
school population as helpful, e.g., timetables, homework journals.
Many practices identified as supportive in primary school were
evident within the secondary school environment. This was
evident in the fact that all participants spoke about the need for
movement breaks from the classroom in primary school, whereas
after transferring, it was onlymentioned by one parent. Following
the transition, a significant issue for the children attending
mainstream was the locker system. However, for children in the
ASD classes, this was not an issue as their lockers were in the ASD
base classes.

Parents reported that primary schools seemed reluctant to
allow sufficient differential treatment for students with ASD,
compared to secondary schools that appeared to acknowledge
to a greater extent that some students required differential
arrangements. This finding is significant given the impact of
students’ perceptions of school climate on their mental and
emotional well-being over the transition period (Lester and
Cross, 2015).
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Accommodations
Participants identified a “safe place” or “alternative place” to go
at break times or when they needed to regulate themselves as
a feature of secondary school that appealed to them, compared
to their primary school where everyone had to go to the yard
at lunchtime. This is important given that unstructured times
of the day, such as breaks, have been identified as challenging
for students with ASD (Deacy et al., 2015). It is consistent with
previous findings regarding the benefits of a designated space for
children with ASD (Dann, 2011; Hoy et al., 2018).

Children were also positive about having special classes
(or “units”) that they could attend when they were not
being taught by mainstream subject specialist teachers. The
prevalence of special classes was far greater at secondary
school and provided children with a respite from the more
complex social environment including that experienced at
break and lunch time. Having school lockers in the special
class at secondary school was also a protective factor for
one child, whereas other children found this aspect of
school organization stressful when their lockers were in the
main corridors.

Some have argued that the concept of an ASD class
goes against principles of inclusion (see Hornby, 2015
for further information). However, one child and their
parent in the sample who transitioned from a mainstream
primary school class to an ASD class at secondary
reported feeling more included at secondary school than in
primary school.

One participant was at times struggling with the transition
and a lack of understanding regarding the subtle presentation
of ASD was attributed to precipitating many of the ongoing
challenges they faced in school. School staff need to acknowledge
the heterogeneous presentation of needs regarding children with
ASD (Dillon and Underwood, 2012), as there is no one defined
method of supporting children with ASD at transition (Tso and
Strnadová, 2017).

Preparation
The importance of transition planning has been emphasized in
the literature (Evangelou et al., 2008), particularly for students
with ASD (Richter et al., 2019b), whose experience of transition
is more extreme than that of their typically developing peers
(Dann, 2011). Participants identified pre-transition visits to their
secondary school as being most helpful. This is consistent with
previous findings relating both to children with ASD (Dann,
2011; Neal and Frederickson, 2016) and their typically developing
peers (Zeedyk et al., 2003).

Continuities and Discontinuities in
Experience
There were several continuities in the fits that children
experienced when moving from primary to secondary school.
These included friendships, and kind and understanding
teachers. There were also continuities in the misfits they
experienced, including being teased, becoming distressed by their
peers’ disruptive behavior in class, being treated “differently”
by SNAs (who often followed the children around school), and

learning foreign languages with the most difficulties reported for
learning Irish.

There were also discontinuities in school organization across
the transition. These generated a larger number of observed
fits at secondary school: feeling more accepted by friends
for being “who they are,” the move to subject specialist
teaching, new subject choices, better facilities for school subjects,
accommodations for homework, movement between classes, and
having special classes as a base. There were also discontinuities
which generated new misfits including having lockers in main
corridors, no uniform accommodations, and not being able to
access laptops in every class. Many of these fits at secondary
school, such as enjoying the move to subject specialist teaching
and being able to move around the school more frequently have
been identified in other studies of children without identified
needs (Symonds and Hargreaves, 2014). These findings therefore
could represent fits that are adaptive for most children but
have particular relevance for meeting the needs of children
with ASD.

Implications for Practice
Children perceived many psychological fits in secondary school,
including provision of more specialized support for ASD,
making new friends, and having caring teachers. This finding
implies that educational and psychological practitioners might
help alleviate children’s anxieties about transition by telling
them “good news” stories based on this study and similar
research. The increased choice of school subjects at secondary
school was a positive experience for children. Schools could
build on this result by ensuring that children with ASD
receive a broad and balanced curriculum no matter what their
level of need. Children’s enjoyment of movement breaks at
secondary school, including moving between classes, could
inform primary schools where educators might increase the
frequency of times during the day that children with ASD
(and all children) can move about freely. Having a safe space,
such as an ASD classroom, to retreat to at secondary school
was also appreciated by several children, implying that “safe
spaces” for children with ASD might also be helpful in primary
schools. Finally, giving children adequate time to familiarize
themselves with their new school environment before the
transition was important to alleviate anxieties therefore extended
pre-transition visits to secondary schools is recommended for
children with ASD.

Limitations
A limitation of the current research is the small sample size
and representativeness of the participants, who were a self-
selected group from a relatively small geographical area. Other
limitations relate to gender imbalance in the sample, that all
student participants were quite high functioning, the absence
of fathers’ perspectives amongst the parent voices, the absence
of perspectives of school personnel, and that the research
was completed early in the transition process. Nevertheless,
this is the first study to examine the transition to secondary
school experiences of Irish children with ASD and it is an
in-depth study examining the perspectives of students with
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ASD and their parents at two time points in the transition
process. The findings provide perspectives that future research
could explore.

Longitudinal research has suggested that positive attitudes
experienced by children with ASD following transition decline
over time (Hebron, 2017b), and also that transition to secondary
is not a static process and instead exists on a continuum (Jindal-
Snape and Cantali, 2019). Therefore, a longitudinal study could
explore the experiences of children with ASD as they transition
through each school year.

CONCLUSION

The transition to secondary school has been identified as a
significant period in the life of students with ASD. Despite the
literature concerning transition proposing mixed experiences,
the sentiment surrounding transition is generally negative,
adding or creating unnecessary anxiety regarding the move.
As with previous studies, this research has emphasized the
importance of appropriate preparation and cooperation between
all the stakeholders. Overall, it appeared that the highly
structured secondary school environment involved changes
to the curriculum, supportive systems and structures, and
overall school climate that was more effective at meeting the
needs of the individual children in the sample that their
primary schools. This study highlighted aspects of school
climate and culture that are essential in ensuring a good fit
between the individual needs of children with ASD and their
chosen schools.
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Building Hopes and Diminishing
Fears Through Drama
William D. Barlow*
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This case study explores how pupils might address the issues of bullying and friendships
during primary-secondary transition through drama conventions. The research was
implemented on the west coast of Scotland during the final four weeks of primary
education in three associated primary seven classes. Research methods included pupil
questionnaires (primary and secondary school), teacher observations, researcher’s diary,
semi-structured interviews (teachers) and a focus group (pupils). The data suggest that
some pupils conceptualized their primary-secondary transition as ‘moving up’. However,
as the drama developed pupils recognized the multiple and multi-dimensional aspects
of their transition. In addition, pupil and teachers indicated that when pupils engage with
a drama transition curriculum, it supports the promotion of friendships while diminishes
fears and provides strategies for those who might encounter bullying.

Keywords: friendships, primary-secondary transition, bullying - prevention and control, drama education, drama
conventions

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF PRIMARY-SECONDARY
TRANSITION

Globally, school aged children and young people encounter transitions throughout their schooling
and lives. As such, transitions are an ongoing and dynamic psychological process requiring multiple
social and educational adaptations over time, due to changes in context, relationships and identity
which require ongoing support (Jindal-Snape, 2018). Educational transitions often consist of a
normative transfer from primary (or its equivalent) to secondary school and happens, for most
people, at the same time in their lifespan (Symonds, 2015). For example, primary-secondary
transition coincides with the pre-adolescence or adolescence stage (10–14 years old), with pupils
experiencing both physiological and psychological changes, marking the end of their physical
childhood and commencement of adolescence (Ng-Knight et al., 2016). Therefore, some might
conceptualize transitions as a status passage with pupils changing schools to become a different
type of pupil (e.g., a ‘secondary pupil’). This change in status is sometimes termed the ‘Big Fish Little
Pond Effect (BFLPE)’, where pupils were once the biggest in primary and then become the smallest
in secondary, and suggests that transition is focused on the movement between schools (Seaton
et al., 2009). However, according to Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT) theory,
individuals can experience multiple transitions, in several domains (e.g., social and academic) and
contexts (e.g., school and home) at the same time. In turn, each transition can impact and interact
with others, resulting in multiple and multi-dimensional transitions (e.g., one parent gets a new job,
in a different location, which causes the family to relocate house and school) (Jindal-Snape, 2016).
Therefore, transitions are complex, non-linear, ever evolving and require a holistic understanding
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(Jindal-Snape, 2016). Few primary-secondary studies outline
pupil conceptualization of transitions (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020).

PRIMARY-SECONDARY TRANSITION - A
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

International literature suggests that primary-secondary
transitions can be a satisfying, fulfilling and successful process
for many pupils (Galton, 2010). Indeed, many pupils look
forward to experiencing larger and better equipped facilities,
and having increased responsibility (Scottish Executive, 2007).
An example of increased responsibility, for secondary pupils,
might include navigating and understanding their individual
timetables, managing subject equipment and traversing to
multiple classrooms (Symonds, 2009). As a result of, and due
to the specialist subject nature of secondary education, pupils
often experience multiple teaching styles with the potential
for increased pedagogical challenge and depth (Robinson and
Fielding, 2007). However, some pupils might experience negative
and mixed feelings toward primary-secondary transition (Jindal-
Snape and Miller, 2008). For example, pupils moving from the
generally smaller and more familiar primary environment, to
that of the larger and unfamiliar secondary, can result in them
missing their primary teacher (City of Birmingham Education
Department, 1975). Additionally, pupils might develop anxieties
about getting lost as they navigate and adapt to the larger
school building (Caulfield et al., 2005). Pupil navigation of
their new school terrain requires adjustment to longer school
days, timetabling (Hallinan and Hallinan, 1992), new subjects,
multiple teaching styles and pedagogical approaches (Robinson
and Fielding, 2007). Consequently, pupils might be concerned
about increased academic pressure, workload and becoming
overwhelmed (Karagiannopoulou, 1999).

Alongside pupils’ workload concerns, they might become
anxious about maintaining/establishing peer friendships (Weller,
2007). Peer friendships can be important due to pupils
hearing negative transition myths passed down across the
generations. These myths include having one’s head flushed
down the toilet, being bullied by older pupils (Symonds, 2009)
and encountering humiliating experiences (Delamont, 1991).
All of which can culminate in attainment dips (Alexander,
2010). Consequently, pupils might experience increased stress
levels during (and due to) their primary-secondary transition
which, for some, could be described as traumatic (Jindal-
Snape and Miller, 2008). However, initial transition anxiety
often subsides once pupils settle into their new school (Rice
et al., 2011). Waters et al. (2014) suggests that pupils’
who have a positive transition attitude are likely to have
successful transitions.

Transitions can be multiple and simultaneous which might
result in people feeling that they have little autonomy.
Self-determination theory suggests that individuals have three
innate psychological needs: competence (one feels capable
and effective), autonomy (one’s control of their actions) and
relatedness (the development and creation of close personal

relationships). It is how these needs are satisfied which
helps to support one’s motivation and well-being (Ryan
and Deci, 2000). For example, relationships can be in flux
during primary-secondary transitions due to leaving established
friendships while also having to make new ones. In addition,
pupils might question their competence to maneuver the
changes to their new secondary context and relationships while
feeling that their voice isn’t being heard. Jindal-Snape (2012)
suggests that educators should find meaningful opportunities for
pupil voice in transitions e.g., creative approaches like drama
(Jindal-Snape, 2016).

To support successful primary-secondary transition in
Scotland, The Scottish Government commissioned a systematic
literature review, authored by Jindal-Snape et al. (2019). The
review reported a decline in education outcomes upon entering
secondary school, with dips in pupil motivation and school
engagement and increased levels of absence/school dropout.
Moreover, it highlighted that transitions can negatively impact
pupils’ sense of school belonging and their social, emotional
and mental health with higher levels of anxiety and depression.
Although the review indicates that the literature mainly focuses
on negative aspects, it also suggests that pupils can experience
mixed and positive emotions surrounding transitions. The
review made nine recommendations to support successful
school transitions by developing a sense of belonging in primary
before moving to secondary school through peer networks and
buddy schemes; this should be extended into secondary. Pupils
should develop secure attachments with peers and secondary
school staff via activities in the new school and residential
experience(s). Primary and secondary staff should have an
ongoing dialog regarding the pedagogical approaches between
sectors, with staff collaborating and learning alongside one
another. Pedagogically, pupils should experience a problem
based pedagogy which focusses on emotional and social skill
development. There should be a national level policy overview
on curricular structures and the creation of resources required
to facilitate successful transitions. Finally, equal partnership
with parents in transition planning and preparation and tailored
transition supports for pupils with additional support needs
should be implemented.

IDENTITY AND FRIENDSHIPS DURING
PRIMARY-SECONDARY TRANSITION

Some international transition researchers might view primary-
secondary transition as a status passage, where individuals
change into new social roles and identities that could be more
responsible, mature or demanding (Glaser and Strauss, 1971).
These new roles and identities are shaped through pupils’
interactions with their peers; friendships are a concern during
the transition process (Galton, 2010). Friends and peers, who
are also experiencing the transition process together, become
mechanisms of support by offering advice (including emotional
support) to one another (Bokhorst et al., 2010). For example,
during the transition process, pupils evaluate friendships based
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on shared interests (Symonds, 2009). In doing so, they might
initially use previous friendships as support mechanisms and
discard them in favor of new ones (Lucey and Reay, 2000).
Once in a new friendship, pupils are introduced to likeminded
individuals and thus a ‘snowball effect’ ensues which increases
their social capital (Weller, 2007).

BULLYING DURING
PRIMARY-SECONDARY TRANSITION

Bullying is a universal phenomenon (Joronen et al., 2012).
It is defined as intentional and repetitive negative behaviors
aimed at individuals or groups who cannot defend themselves
(Olweus, 2013). Bullying tends to peak during late childhood and
early adolescence which often coincides with primary-secondary
transition (Cross et al., 2018). Notwithstanding the biological
changes that pupils often experience around this time, and
the increase status of peer relationships (Pellegrini and Long,
2002), school transition itself appears to independently add to an
increase in bullying (Rigby, 1996).

Being bullied in secondary school is a fear for many causing
stress and anxiety (Symonds, 2015). A Scottish study by Zeedyk
et al. (2003) indicates that although most secondary pupils
reported school to be better than expected, concerns about being
bullied were more prevalent than in a comparison group of
primary pupils. Focusing on bullying post transfer to middle
school in the United States of America (USA), Nansel et al.
(2007) indicate that more than half of sixth graders stated that
they were involved in bullying and victimization during the
middle-school transition. In addition, they found that pupils
who were classed as bullies, or bully victims during sixth
grade displayed poorer school adjustments over their non-
involved peers (Nansel et al., 2007). Furthermore, bullying and
victimization continued over time, with more than half of pupils
who were involved in bullying and/or victimization in sixth
grade also reporting continued involvement in seventh grade.
As a result, the study suggests that involvement in bullying
others or being a victim of bullying may be a risk factor
for poorer adjustment in the transfer school (Nansel et al.,
2007). Similarly, a USA study by Farmer et al. investigating
the continuity and change in pupils’ involvement in bullying
across the transition from primary to middle school, found
that pupils who have increased levels of externalizing and
internalizing problems in primary are at greater risk of being
involved in bullying behaviors (either as a bully or a victim)
in their next school (Farmer et al., 2015). Pellegrini and Long
(2002) USA study suggests that post transition alters group
dynamics and promotes bullying in males (by threatening
other males with physical violence – they tend not to target
females) and in females (by verbally taunting other females).
Generally, incidents of bullying and aggression tended to
increase with the transition to middle school and subsequently
decline. This might be due to using bullying acts to manage
peer dominance and relationships in social groupings during
transitions (Pellegrini and Long, 2002).

Cross et al. (2018) three year Australian study of 3,462
pupils (mean age 13) sought to reduce bullying by encouraging
its non-acceptance, increase bully victims supports from staff
and peers, improve empathy and social competence, increased
friendships and school connectedness, and reduce negative
behaviors, absenteeism and loneliness. They indicate that
bullying incidents reduced the year following the pupils’
transition to secondary school and suggest that pupils’ knowledge
of peer support networks lowered bullying anxiety as well as
increasing school connectedness and pro-victim attitudes (Cross
et al., 2018). Cross et al. (2018), suggest that primary-secondary
transition is a time where pupils require additional support to
reduce bullying. They recommend the end of primary and the
beginning of secondary as a suitable time to support pupils in
their non-acceptance of bullying (Cross et al., 2018).

CREATIVE EDUCATION AND
TRANSITION RESEARCH

Creative pedagogies support successful transition as they develop
pupils’ self-esteem, agency and voice (Jindal-Snape, 2012).
Furthermore, using creative approaches increases levels of
confidence, imagination and ability to face challenge, resilience
motivation, engagement and health and wellbeing (irrespective
of age) (Bancroft et al., 2008; Toma et al., 2014). Despite
the literature supporting the use of creative pedagogies during
primary-secondary transition, Symonds (2015: 14) suggests that
pupils might view play-based approaches as ‘childish behaviors
from primary’ which they require to surpass. However, by
stopping playing, pupils might negate the potential benefits of
play (Whitebread and Basilio, 2013). Vygotsky (1974) argues
that play was central to children’s communication, meaning
making and self-regulation. In addition, Bruner (1986) suggests
that play, which is voluntary, self-initiated and focused on
the process, develops pupils’ problem-solving skills relevant to
their interests. Therefore, pupils (and secondary teachers - see
Symonds, 2015) might limit opportunities for a meaningful and
play-centered transition pedagogy due to negative internal and
external perspectives on playing.

PLAY, PLAYFULNESS AND DRAMA

Play, a forerunner to drama, requires pupils to accept and create
a fictional world through a sense of ‘playfulness’ (Winston, 2004).
Playfulness is a form of social interaction which empowers pupils
to symbolically transform objects and actions into new meanings
(Neelands and Goode, 2015). Consequently, pupils manipulate
language, objects and space to establish new realities giving voice
to issues which might have previously been voiceless (Neelands,
2012). Thus, pupils’ playfulness is shaped by their individual
and collective understanding of the cultural environments. It is
from a child’s innate capacity for play, and the knowledge they
develop from their participation in and on the play, that dramatic
activity is created (Winston and Tandy, 2009). For example, as
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play develops it becomes structured by the dramatic form (either
through devising or scripted activities) while still maintaining
its playfulness. However, there should be a balance between
mindfulness (the ability to be metacognitive of the drama work by
taking the human content and context seriously) and playfulness
during the creation of the drama activity. Resultantly, pupils
must be cognizant as to how the drama experience might
change people and the world which they share and shape
(Neelands, 2012).

DRAMA

Drama is a socially constructed medium which empowers
participants to explore and problem-solve issues central to
the human condition. Working collectively in the drama
framework, participants enter ‘as if ’ scenarios which require
emotional, cognitive and physical responses. Participants
use their real-world knowledge to influence the fictional
narrative by rehearsing alternative possibilities through role-play
(Neelands and Goode, 2015).

Role playing requires pupils to adopt the attitudes and beliefs
of a role and develop their understanding of another person’s
stance (Özbek, 2014). Although role players do not require
the skills of an actor, they nevertheless draw upon human
experience and the skills of living itself. Vygotsky’s construct
of perezhivanie (Vygotsky, 1994) (which is interpreted as ‘lived
experience’ or ‘emotional lived experience’) is useful in drama
education as the learning focuses on human experience and
emotions. When in role, pupils cultivate the ‘lived emotional
experience’ through dramatic action by interpreting the actions
(and reactions) of their role in relation to those around them,
and, by default, provides the opportunity to alter their behaviors
in action (Davis and Dolan, 2016). Therefore, using the lived
experience of the role and the environmental situation of the
drama (perezhivanie) empowers participants to broaden their
experience and make new understandings through the dramatic
form (Heathcote, 1984).

One approach to support the creation of new understanding,
through the dramatic form, is via Drama Conventions (Neelands
and Goode, 2015). Drama Conventions are focusing structures
or forms which suspend the usual relationships of people, place
and time. Such structures develop dramatic form and content
by enabling pupils to scrutinize, analyze and understand human
behavior and actions in the ‘here and now.’ Even though the
drama may be set in the future, the action is unfolding in the
metaphorical present (Neelands and Goode, 2015). The resulting
metaphorical present echoes meanings from the actual present
which creates a felt knowledge (Clark et al., 1997) and universal
understanding (McGregor et al., 1977).

Universal understanding does not mean universality of
agreement, as participants might interpret metaphors and
symbols differently. Bolton (1986) explains this through the
construct of the dramatic metaphor with its meaning created
in the dialectic setup between the actual and fictional context.
Dramatic metaphor requires participants to operate on two
levels of emotion. The first level refers to emotions drawn from

the fiction which represents those in the real world, and the
second, which does not require the expression of real first-order
emotions, focuses on the ambivalence of being sad, yet not
sad, happy, yet not happy, angry, yet not angry (Bolton, 1986).
Vygotsky (1974: 548) labeled this as the ‘dual affect’ explaining,
‘the child weeps in play as a patient, but revels as a player.’ The
dual affect is like Boal (1995) ‘metaxis’; ‘the state of belonging
completely and simultaneously to two different, autonomous
worlds; the image of reality and the reality of the image’ (43).
Carroll (1988): (13) offers a further elaboration of metaxis as, ‘a
mental attitude, a way of holding two worlds in mind, the role and
the dramatic form, simultaneously in the drama frame.’ Framing
is used to show the multiple possibilities and perspectives for
role interpretation and event relationship. Therefore, dual affect,
metaxis and dramatic metaphor provides a fictional safety-net for
participants to understand and rehearse possible futures without
ever accruing the consequences of those actions in the real world
(Goode, 2014).

SAFETY IN DRAMA

Although, the emotions experienced by pupils through role
play are a result of the life conditions explored in the drama,
some educators, in the Anglo-American cultural tradition, might
refrain from engaging in strong emotions in teaching, and
in doing so miss important learning opportunities (Nimmo,
1998). For example, some educators might be concerned
about pupil protection and safety when adopting roles that
are close to themselves. This is understandable as when
pupils engage in socially constructed learning activities, they
come into conflict with their preconceptions, which can
cause some anxiety and confusion (Heyward, 2010). Thus,
when pupils challenge one another’s ideas they undertake
a process of cognitive conflict which is central to Piaget’s
theories of cognitive development (Hamilton and Ghatala,
1994). In turn, pupils’ interactions supports their understanding
of multiple perspectives, which is conducive to cognitive
development, as they attempt to understand the emotional
confusion and disturbance engendered by differing views (New,
1998). Reflecting on multiple perspectives enables pupils to
challenge dominant stances (Alton-Lee, 2003), which can lead
to change and new understanding (Landy and Montgomery,
2012). Therefore, protection should not solely focus on protecting
pupils from the emotion, as without emotion engagement there
might be limits to the learning potential, and instead centre on
protecting learners into the emotion. Consequently, educators
should structure drama work to ensure that any risks are
perceived rather than actual (Bolton, 1984).

To support creative and structured risk-taking educators
should offer source materials that are rooted in human
experience. This enables pupils to connect with the source
and locate it in either their personal or collective experience.
Therefore, it is important that initial bullying discussions are
dealt with sensitively and at a slow pace. Pupils should be
offered the opportunity to step out of the discussions (and
subsequent drama activity) if they do not feel ready to discuss
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these emotions (Fisher and Smith, 2010). Indeed, it is the
teacher’s responsibility to establish the drama and support pupil
ongoing engagement with the creation of the fiction (O’Neill,
1995). When the teacher works in role, pupils feel protected
within the fiction as they help to create the drama while
scaffolding the learning experience (Heathcote and Bolton, 1994)
and establishing its rules within it (O’Neill, 1995). Central to
these rules is the concept that participants acknowledge that
the drama is being lived at life rate in an agreed place, time
and circumstance through multiple roles (Wagner, 1976). This
means that the roles become more recognizable to the pupils
and a relationship begins to form between the drama and the
real world (Neelands and Goode, 2015). However, although the
drama is being run at life rate, this does not mean that pupils are
consistently in role. Indeed, it is important that pupils are given
the opportunity to reflect in and on the action throughout the
drama experience (Neelands and Goode, 2015). Consequently,
there requires to be a clear divide between the drama and real
world by ensuring that pupils’ de-role and de-brief (O’Toole and
Dunn, 2002). For example, if a pupil feels that they are blurring
the boundaries between the role and reality, they might wish to
assume a spectator function outside of the drama world, thus
assuming various levels of commitment within the drama activity
(Heyward, 2010).

DRAMA, BULLYING AND PUPIL
CONNECTEDNESS

An overarching aspect of drama is to support pupils in their
ability to make sense of the world and to effect behavioral change
(Bolton and Heathcote, 1998). This is because drama provides
pupils with the distance to see themselves as others do while
enabling them to experience ‘reality’ from multiple perspectives
(Bagshaw and Lepp, 2005). As such, drama empowers pupils to
explore issues relevant to their lives and investigate how their
autonomy and interconnectedness creates positive changes for
society (Neelands, 2009).

A relevant issue which globally impacts pupils is school
bullying. To counter the impact of bullying, schools might
traditionally discuss the topic. However, pupils prefer to use
drama (in comparison to other pedagogical approaches) to
investigate these issues (Crothers et al., 2005). Johnson (2001)
argues that drama provides pupils with a safe fictional context
to create conflict themed scenarios to explore, reflect upon and
develop their understanding of bullying. Therefore, learning
within and reflecting on the fiction enables pupils to process
their thoughts and emotions while creating solutions for
bullying. This is achieved when pupils listen to and share their
anxieties, and make connections to others’ experiences/opinions,
without directly engaging in negative behaviors themselves
(Johnson, 2001).

Goodwin et al. (2019) Irish study required pupils to watch
a one-act scripted performance, which highlighted the roles
of the bullying bystanders, focusing on a bullying incident in
the school playground. Pupils, aged between 12–15 years, then
conceptualize their understanding of bullying and participated in

drama workshops to generate bullying prevention strategies for
their school. Data indicates that the drama intervention enabled
pupils to explore their understanding of the topic of bullying in a
non-threatening and sensitive manner. Moreover, the researchers
suggest that drama bullying prevention strategies should be
facilitated with multiple year groups (not just one particular year
set), and that schools should incorporate pupils’ solutions for
bullying in their anti-bullying policies (Goodwin et al., 2019).

Joronen et al. (2012) Finish study implemented a drama
program using control and intervention groups with 190 primary
school pupils. The study aimed to enhance social relationships
and minimize school bullying using drama sessions, follow-up
activities at home and three parents’ evenings focusing on social
well-being issues. Questionnaire data was obtained pre and post
intervention and resulted in improvement in social relationships
and a decrease in the number of bully victims (Joronen et al.,
2012). Drama was also used in Graves et al. (2007) USA study
to build social skills, self-control, understanding of emotions and
conflict resolution. This study was implemented over 12 weeks
with 2, 440 students in public middle and high schools (Graves
et al., 2007). Pupils displayed a decrease in their relational
physical aggression levels and increased their knowledge and
strategies to deal with bullying (Graves et al., 2007). This is like
Beale and Scott (2001) findings where they sought to understand
the causes of bullying through drama and noted a decrease in
aggressive incidents post drama intervention. The researchers
indicate that this might be due to drama’s ability to develop
positive social relationships between peers, while also enabling
them to generate effective ways of dealing with bullying behaviors
(Beale and Scott, 2001).

Burton (2015) international study ‘Acting Against Bullying’,
used drama techniques to regress bullying in associated primary
and secondary schools. A key aspect to Burton (2015) study
was the adaptation of Boal’s (1995) Forum Theatre (FT). FT
involves either a predetermined scenario or one that is developed
with the participants. In both approaches, the actions of the
oppressor(s) results in the scenario ending in an undesirable
way for the protagonist. An oppressor is a person/structure/belief
system that presents a challenge to the oppressed. The play
is performed to spect-actors (audience is both spectator ‘spect’
and ‘actor’) and then a facilitator (also known as a Joker) asks
the spect-actors to discuss the play. The play is re-performed,
enabling the spect-actors to intervene, when they notice a
challenge for the protagonist. Thereafter, the spect-actor might
swap roles with an actor, offer alternatives or questions. As
such, the spect-actor attempts to change the scenario while the
antagonist seeks to remain resolute to the original performance
(Boal, 1995). Instead of the FT being one scene, Burton (2015)
adapted it to be performed over three with peer teaching – he
terms this enhanced FT. Pupils observered all three scenes and
then provided alternative solutions to de-escalate the conflict
between the characters. Using a mixed-method research design,
the researcher’s suggest that pupils increased their understanding
of why people bully and its consequences, while also noting
a decline in school bullying incidents and an increase in
self-confidence and esteem amongst those being bullied (Burton,
2015). Due to data on using drama to investigate bullying,
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Ross and Nelson (2014) recommends that therapists adopt it
to address social functioning, peer-relationships and conflict
management with school pupils.

PREVIOUS STUDIES USING DRAMA
DURING PRIMARY-SECONDARY
TRANSITIONS

Few studies have adopted a drama pedagogy during
primary-secondary transition (Jindal-Snape et al., 2011).
Those studies that have adopted drama approaches suggest it
creates an emancipatory transition pedagogy developing pupils’
well-being, social skills, agency and motivation (Walsh-Bowers,
1992; Jindal-Snape et al., 2011; Hammond, 2016). Walsh-Bowers
(1992) Canadian study, used drama to support 103 rural
incoming junior high school pupils (from 8 schools) which
minimized their transition anxiety. They concluded that it
had a positive experience on social-development, emotional
understanding, motivation, and reduced stress levels (Walsh-
Bowers, 1992). Jindal-Snape et al. (2011) used creative drama
approaches to investigate primary-secondary transition which
involved 357 pupils, 12 teachers and 4 drama professional
facilitators. The study suggested that the drama intervention
effectively supported pupils’ understanding of the emotional
issues relating to transition due to the establishment of an
emotional safety-net. In addition, their study indicated that
drama enabled pupils to create realistic scenarios, with a
degree of anonymity, while empowering them to rehearse
real life transition contexts and creating an engaging learning
environment irrespective of academic ability (Jindal-Snape et al.,
2011). Hammond (2016) used FT to understand how pupils
and teachers made sense of, and overcame, transition barriers.
His study concluded that FT supports pupils’ transition by
promoting their assertiveness, self-talk, resilience, ability to make
friends and have discussions with adults (Hammond, 2016).

SUMMARY OF LITERATURE

Primary-secondary transition research highlights that transition
can be an emancipatory experience. However, for some pupils,
primary-secondary transition can negatively impact learning and
social well-being (Jindal-Snape, 2016). While it is important to
recognize the experiences of all pupils (positive and negative),
Jindal-Snape et al. (2019) literature review suggests that transition
research predominantly focuses on negative rather than positive
transition experiences. Therefore, it could be argued that it is
important to discuss and support pupils through a pedagogy
that focuses on their voice and promotes the positive aspects of
transition. In doing so, educators might begin to scaffold pupils,
by enabling them to discuss their transition issues in a secure
space without it ever becoming a comfort zone (Neelands, 2009).
Unfortunately, there are few studies reporting on using drama
(in its multiple forms) at transition. This is unusual as play, the
forerunner to drama, is a natural mode of communication for
many pupils (Hammond, 2016).

DRAMA CONVENTIONS STRUCTURED
IN THIS STUDY

Three one-and-a-half-hour drama lessons were facilitated in
each primary school. The stimulus centered on a fictional
character called Samantha which included her hopes and fears
for making friends, not fitting in, moving to a bigger school
and getting lost, gaining greater independence, experiencing new
subjects/teachers and challenging herself academically.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND
METHODS

This study was implemented in three primary schools and their
associated secondary school on the west coast of Scotland. In
Scotland, pupils move to secondary between the ages of 11.5
and 12.5; therefore, pupil participant ages ranged from 11 to
13.5 years old. Unlike previous studies using drama at transition
(Walsh-Bowers, 1992; Jindal-Snape et al., 2011; Hammond,
2016), this study gathered data in three ethnically diverse
urban primary schools, with high levels of multiple deprivation,
and the associated secondary. Furthermore, the researcher was
a participant-observer (Bryman, 2012) working alongside the
pupils/teachers in role via the drama convention Teacher-in-Role
or Teacher-out-of-Role (Neelands and Goode, 2015). Several
sources of data were used to crystallize the complexity of multiple
perspectives offered (Richardson and St Pierre, 2005).

SAMPLE AND RECRUITMENT

Pupils
Final year primary pupils enrolled in the study irrespective
of whether they were intending to move to the associated
secondary school or not. This ensured that any potential
benefits were experienced by all pupils and, as the study
was implemented during the school day, limited cover issues
for pupils and staff. The researcher organized an information
sharing event in each school and issued pupil research booklets,
consent forms, answered questions and reminded pupils of
their rights, including that of withdrawal; no pupil exercised
this right. The questionnaire was issued at the end of the
final lesson and all pupils, who attended the associated
secondary school, completed a subsequent questionnaire at
the end of the first academic semester. A pupil focus
group was undertaken in each primary school with six
randomly chosen pupils.

Teachers
Each of the three primary school’s final year primary seven
teachers participated in the study as partial participant observers
(Bryman, 2012). All three teachers completed an observation
protocol sheet during the lessons and participated in a one-to-one
semi-structured interview.
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RESEARCH DESIGN, METHODS,
ANALYSIS AND ETHICS

A multiple case study approach was adopted. Case studies
are bound in a specific time and place where the researcher
gathers data, from multiple sources, which are rich in context
(Creswell, 2014). They are easily understood by a wide range
of audiences due to the ability of the writer to describe the
study’s unique features and events (often spontaneous and
uncontrollable) (Nisbet and Watt, 1984). This means that results
are not generalizable and can be prone to observer bias despite
attempts toward reflexive practice by the researcher (Nisbet and
Watt, 1984). In addition, participants’ memories may bias their
interpretation of events (Shaughnessy et al., 2003). Despite these
issues, case studies are used by drama education researchers
due to the methodology striking a chord, ‘. . .with the forms of
knowledge created by the art form of drama itself ’ (Winston,
2006: 43). Therefore, the flexibility offered in a case study
approach meets the special condition of drama education by
responding, in real time, to pupils’ actions and meaning making.

Questionnaires
Open questionnaires were designed to enable pupils to write
freely without the limitations of pre-set answers, thus allowing
detailed and fuller responses (Cohen et al., 2011) and providing
‘illuminating clarification’ (Bucknall, 2014: 76). Questions were
phrased to prevent any leading responses and used appropriate
language (Munn and Drever, 1990). A questionnaire was issued
at the end of lesson three and recorded pupils’ reflections over
the lessons. An example question was ‘What does transition mean
to you?’ which aimed to understand pupils’ conceptualization of
transitions. A secondary school questionnaire was issued at the
end of the first academic semester to consider pupils’ reflections
of primary-secondary transition in the secondary context. An
example question was ‘Have you experienced, or seen anyone
experience, bullying like Samantha encountered? If so, what was
it and did the drama lessons help you deal it?’, which aimed to
understand if pupils recognized Samantha’s experiences in their
own primary-secondary transition, and if they used the supports
outlined in the drama in the real world.

Teacher Semi-Structured Interviews
Menter et al. (2011) suggests that the conversational tone of
a semi-structured interview, enables interviewees to develop
a narrative based on their specific experiences. In turn, the
researcher matched questions to the teachers’ observations.
However, as the researcher was a colleague of the teachers
it meant that extra emphasis was required to promote the
ethical safeguards surrounding confidentiality and anonymity.
Observation protocol sheets were used, during the 45-min
interview, to stimulate the discussion. Interview notes, written
by the researcher (specific to the teacher) were provided for
member checking. An example question was ‘How did the
drama work support pupils to navigate their primary-secondary
transition hopes and fears?’ which aimed to understand the

teachers’ thoughts on using drama to support pupils’ primary-
secondary transition.

Pupil Focus Groups
Focus groups enable pupils to discuss their views, attitudes
and experiences relating to the research (Menter et al., 2011).
A focus group of six pupils (three males and females - randomly
chosen by the teacher to limit researcher bias) was convened in
a breakout area after the third lesson and lasted approximately
thirty minutes. Pupils were reminded of their research rights and
offered the recording equipment to control. General questions on
the drama were asked followed by more specific ones on primary-
secondary transition. The researcher notes were summarized and
offered for member checking. The purpose of the focus group was
to support the other data sets by gaining a deeper understanding
of pupils’ experiences of using drama before their transition to
secondary school. An example question was, ‘Bullying was an
important topic in your drama, why was this and what have
you learned about bullying through drama?’, which aimed to
understand the relevance of bullying in the drama and how this
related to pupils’ real world experiences.

Teacher Observations of Sessions
As the researcher was participating alongside the pupils it was
necessary for the teacher to record the lesson events in a
protocol sheet (Creswell, 2014). This study adopted a similar
protocol sheet to the one used by McNaughton (2008), which was
separated into each section of the drama (Creswell, 2014).

Researcher Diary
Research diaries have been used widely in drama education
to record and explore participants’ voices and support
teacher-researcher’s analysis of the drama process (Taylor,
1998). Therefore, the diary approach adopted in this study was
to log and reflect on the activities (Bryman, 2012). This enabled
the researcher to dialog with himself surrounding the emerging
issues in the drama and were written-up after each session
(Taylor, 1998).

Data Analysis
Data analysis commenced after each data collection point.
Using Miles et al. (2014) framework for qualitative analysis, the
researcher initially familiarized himself with the data at each
stage by reading the collective response and drilling down into
individual responses. Next, the data was transcribed and assigned
first level descriptive codes for sorting. Second level pattern codes
were used to group the first level codes together to form emerging
patterns. Thereafter, the pattern codes were mapped, and points
of communality emerged as themes which unified the codes.

RESULTS

See Table 1 for an overview of the named conventions.
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TABLE 1 | Drama lesson overview.

Lesson one

Spectrum-of-difference
Pupils stand on an imaginary line representing how they feel about their
transition. The left and right ends of the line represented ‘I’m looking forward to
going to secondary’ and ‘I’m not sure about going to secondary’ respectively.
Pupils note their position and discuss their choices.
Purpose:
Pupils to determine and express their understanding and feelings of transition.

Teacher-in-role
The researcher enters the drama world, adopting the role of Samantha, sharing
her transition thoughts and feelings.
Purpose:
Modeling role adoption and identifying the human context of the drama. Pupils
establish ownership by discuss their own primary-secondary transition
thoughts.

Role-on-the-wall
Pupils, representing Samantha, draw a human outline where they note her
transition facts inside the Role-on-the-Wall. Outside of the Role-on-the-Wall,
pupils write questions for Samantha. Pupils re-visited their Role-on-the-Wall
throughout the sessions.
Purpose:
Pupils reflect and develop an understanding of Samantha, and her experiences
of transitions, by writing their thoughts and questions.

Hot-seating (with teacher-in-role)
The researcher, in role as Samantha, answers pupils’ questions from their
Role-on-the-Wall.
Purpose:
To highlight Samantha’s motivation, personality and encourage insights into the
relationship between transition attitudes and experiences - including how
transition events might affect attitudes.

Still-image (Also known as tableau)
Pupils, in groups, select a key moment from Samantha’s story (Teacher-in-Role)
and create a Still-Image using their bodies.
Purpose:
Asking pupils to select key moments highlights aspects of the story which
resonate with them. Supporting pupils’ understanding of transitions processes.

Thought-tracking
Pupils add to their Still-Images by creating a Thought Track which reveals the
role’s thoughts. This is achieved by pupils tapping the shoulder of a character
and speaking their thoughts aloud.
Purpose:
Reflection and analysis of situation and roles enables pupils to hear others’
thoughts and generate sensitive responses. Pupils reflect on whether their
external observations of Samantha and her peers align to the character’s inner
thoughts, or not. Therefore, pupils develop a deeper understanding between
public and private primary-secondary transition thoughts.

Lesson two

The ripple
Linking to the previous Still Images and Thought Tracks, pupils bring their
images to life. All characters make one movement and sound in turn.
Purpose:
Pupils analyze the context and character relations to build belief in the action
and reflect upon the reality/realities of feelings being represented.

Small-group play-making (SGPM)
Groups devise improvisations representing the key moments during Samantha’s
transition.

(Continued)

TABLE 1 | Continued

Purpose:
Building upon The Ripple, pupils run the scene at life rate to represent their
hypotheses or demonstrate alternative views/actions. Therefore, SGPM
enables pupils to express their understanding of Samantha and others’
transitions.

A-day-in-the-life
Working backwards from a key moment during Samantha’s first day in
secondary, groups devise scenes to complete the historical gaps between
their performances.
Purpose:
Discussing the influences that motivate Samantha, and other characters’
actions, each scene represents the multiple and multidimensional aspects of
transitions. Emphasis is placed on the characters’ inner
thoughts/conflicts/tensions and how they shape the transition events and
circumstances depicted.

Narration
Groups are labeled A–D with each pairing providing the narration for their
counterpart’s presentation. Group A narrates for Group B offering narrations
of Samantha’s primary seven peers’ transition hopes and fears. Group B
narrates Group A’s scene providing Samantha’s transition hopes and fears.
Group C narrates Group D’s presentation via Samantha’s reflections on her
past transitions. Group D narrates Group C’s presentation on Samantha’s
parents’ hopes and fears for her primary-secondary transition.
Purpose:
Narration provides additional information to shape and form the activity while
arousing curiosity and emphasizing the mood and atmosphere. Listening to
the narrations help pupils reflect on the multiple and multidimensional impacts
of transition.

Lesson three

Teacher-in-role
The researcher in role as a primary Head Teacher asks pupils (in a collective
role of Samantha’s Primary 7 teacher) what should be included in Samantha’s
primary-secondary transition report.
Purpose:
To provide space for pupils to discuss Samantha’s transition report content
and reflect upon their learning about the transition process.

Diaries-letters-journals-messages
Pupils (in the collective role of Samantha’s primary teacher) write Samantha’s
primary-secondary transition report.
Purpose:
Writing in role, as a primary teacher, is structured to enable pupils the
opportunity to reflect and recognize the additional support needs that others
might encounter during transitions.

Mantle-of-the-expert
Pupils adopt the expert role of a teacher at Samantha’s secondary school.
A meeting is held and the ‘secondary teachers’ discuss what supports
they/their department could provide Samantha.
Purpose:
To help pupils understand the transition and anti-bullying supports available in
secondary school.

Forum-theater
Linking to Mantle-of-the-Expert, pupils create scenes based on the transition
supports that they devised as teachers. Pupils as spect-actors observe the
scenes and stop the action when they notice a challenge for the protagonist
and/or if the action losses its authenticity.
Purpose:
Pupils provide transition advice.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

Spectrum-of-difference
Pupils recreate their Spectrum-of-Difference and stand at their original
position from lesson one. Next, pupils are asked to remain or stand at a new
point on the spectrum if there was a change in their primary-secondary
transition outlook.
Purpose:
Reflection on their transition learning and their forthcoming primary-secondary
transition.

Primary-Secondary Transition
Conceptualization
Pre-transition Data
During Spectrum-of-Difference teachers noted that most pupils
looked forward to secondary,

Most children on plus side a minority on minus side. Good
justification–losing friends/new friends. Dislike of primary.
New subjects. (Teacher L, Observation protocol sheet).

The majority of pupils stated that they were excited about their
transition,

I feel excited because it is going to be different from [primary
school] (School L, questionnaire pupil 4).

However, some pupils remarked that,

I am a little bit worried to go to [secondary school] (School P,
questionnaire pupil 18)

While others commented that they had a mixture of emotions,

I’m excited cause you can do art and music and my brother is in
second year. But I’m kinda sad about leaving [primary school’s
name] cause I’ll miss my friends and [class teacher’s name] says
that the work is harder and I need help with my work so I’m
not sure about it (School G, questionnaire pupil 21).

The researcher noted that some pupils’ position on the line
didn’t reflect their transition feelings,

It was interesting to see that the pupils didn’t always stand
on the Spectrum-of-Difference which bore a true reflection
of their feelings. One pupil said, “I just didn’t want to upset
my friends who aren’t looking forward to going because I
was happy to go” (Researcher’s diary - notes on school L
pupil 9’s comments).

During the focus group, pupils were surprised at their peers’
location on the Spectrum-of-Difference,

School P
Pupil 2 Yea, some thought they were confident about

going to secondary and others thought they
weren’t confident.

Researcher How did that make you feel?
Pupil 2 Surprised
Researcher Why were you surprised?
Pupil 2 You think a completely different thing about

them. . .

Researcher . . .Yeah?.
Pupil 2 . . .Not to judge people, listen to their opinion

first before you judge.
Pupil 5 Yeah, I thought going to [secondary school]

was going to be a bit scary, but listening to
everyone, it made me think that it wasn’t going
to be that bad. So, it kind of made me think not
to worry about that stuff and think
about the good stuff.

Teachers noted that Spectrum-of-Difference helped to hear
transition perspectives,

The line thing, it was also good for the ones who had negative
feelings knowing that there were other people who felt the
same as them (Teacher L - Semi-structured interview).

However, some pupils’ stance on the Spectrum-of-Difference
surprised them,

It was more the line about who was going to be sad to go and
who wanted to go as there were quite a few boys who wanted
to stay that surprised me - how honest they were about their
feelings (Teacher P - Semi-structured interview).

Teacher P (Observation protocol sheet) indicated that the
drama was,

...effective in exploring and developing the story
and understanding their mixed emotions and what
transition meant to them.

During the pupil focus group some pupils reflected that the
drama supported their changing status in relation to the ‘Big Fish
Little Pond Effect (BFLPE)’ (Seaton et al., 2009),

School P
Pupil 4 In primary you are one of the older children

but when we go to high school you are going to
be the youngest and we need to climb
the ladder again.

Researcher How does that make you feel?
Pupil 4 Scared, restarting your life again. We were the

smallest, and then the biggest now we are the
smallest again

Pupil 5 But I’m excited about it all too. Like having all
the subjects and new teachers and friends.

Pupils’ conceptual understanding of transitions advanced
during ‘A-Day-in-the-Life’,

When we did the 24 h (sic) thing, you gotta see how one bit hit
another bit and how your mum and dad feel and the teacher,
cause (sic) they can get sad about you going to [secondary
school] and they don’t want you to be sad, and they’ve got
other stuff happen (sic) as well like my little sister and going
to work and how she will get me there (sic) [school]. So it’s
like just showing you how going to [secondary school] can hit
everyone. I dinny (sic) really think that me going to [secondary
school] done that (School G – questionnaire pupil 8).
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Understanding transition consequences and pupils’ hopes and
fears was discussed through Forum Theater,

School G
Pupil 2 Samantha she asked to play with people they

said no, but then because we told her to use her
interests and they wanted to be her friend.

Researcher How did that help?
Pupil 3 When you are nervous, you don’t put all your

attention into your work. But now she is more
confident she can pay more
attention to her work.

Pupil 4 Samantha is now not going to get worried, she
is not going to get stressed, she is going to eat
well, she is going to sleep well so that will help
her work. Because in the play she wasn’t really
being kind to herself and we changed that so
she was kind to herself.

Post-transition Data (Secondary Questionnaire Data)
Pupil 4 reflected that their Tableaux (an alternative name for
Still-Image) helped their understanding of others’ transition
thoughts,

It was very fun (sic) and we all did tableaus (sic) and helped
Samantha. We learned how some people react in secondary
school and need help fitting in.

Pupil 31 noted that the drama helped alleviate their concerns
around the ‘BFLPE’ (Seaton et al., 2009) by developing their
confidence,

I was worried about moving up to [secondary school]. I think
that now I am more confident and my thoughts are that it
made me feel better.

Pupil 26 reflected that the drama work also advanced their
understanding of transitions,

I thought it was good because it helped me get ready
for [secondary school] and that we are all doing
transitions all the time.

Friendships
Pre-transition Data
Pupils recognized that friendships alter during transitions,

I will miss my friends cause some of my friends are going to a
different school (School G pupil 16 - Questionnaire 1).

Friendships were discussed during Teacher-in-Role,

School L
Pupil 4 When you were acting out Samantha, she had

friends at the start and then she felt
uncomfortable and at the end she
had friends again.

Pupil 3 She had no friends, but then she got friends
back because of all the support that was put in.

Once the researcher de-roled the pupils questioned Samantha,
which focused on social emotional issues,

It was interesting that the pupils centered their questions to
Samantha on social emotional issues - “Do you still have your
primary school pals?” “Have you ever been bullied?” – were
these questions based on their own hopes and fears? (Research
diary - notes of questions asked by pupils 7 and 14 School L)

Hot-Seating helped pupils devise relevant transition questions
and offer advice,

Generating good qs to ask Sam - Good feedback too. Great
advice offered: “Everyone feels like this. We can make new
friends together. We are all human.” (Teacher G - Observation
protocol sheet).

By asking relevant questions pupils suggested that,

School G
Pupil 6 I kinda understood her because I felt like her. I

wanted to give her a hug and be friends, so she
didn’t feel worried about school.

While recognizing the importance of maintaining friends
during transition,

Children identify that friendships are important for a
successful transition (Teacher L - Observation protocol sheet).

During the Still-Images, pupils created a caring image of
students gathered around Samantha

Once the pupils performed their Still-Image I asked the class
what they thought was happening in the image. One pupil
responded, “They just want to be pals together, sir, so that
they are all going to help each other when they get to
[secondary school].” I was struck at the importance the pupils
placed on having strong friendship bonds going into secondary
school – was this their way of highlighting the importance of
social and emotional aspects of primary-secondary transitions?
(Researcher diary - School G.).

In School P, pupils layered a Still-Image with Thought
Tracking to gain a greater understanding of their character’s
transition thoughts,

School P
Pupil 3 You could hear about what they were

thinking inside.
Researcher Did that surprise you?
Pupil 3 I knew that Samantha wasn’t confident, but

then we found out she had no supporters and
no one to help her.

Pupil 4 Yeah, but then we all helped her because she
was our friend in the play and you need to help
your friends when you are going to secondary.

Teachers felt that layering Still-Images and Thought Tracking
developed pupils’ understanding of friendships by vocalizing
internal dialogs,

I think it is a good thing for the transition. I think when
you touched them on their shoulders, they were able to speak
in role, you could see the Thought Tracking and you could
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see they were very in tune with the character. You could
see the empathy toward their friends (Teacher L - Semi-
structured Interview).

During Mantle of the Expert pupils explained ways for
Samantha (and themselves) to make friends in secondary school,

School L
Pupil 4 When we were doing the role as the

teachers. . .We came up with a few thoughts
and like we could take her to clubs and all that
and like show her around the school. If she
would have one or two friends, then that
would be OK she can get into a group with a
couple of people. . .it kinda just showed me
that I could join clubs and make new friends
and they would like help me.

Post-transition Data (Secondary Questionnaire Data)
Developing friendships through drama was noted by
pupil 32,

You get used to the school and you have your old friends and
we all help each other. I got lost in the corridors and [teacher’s
name] helped me find my class and you make new friends
because there are nice people in [secondary school] so it’s good
to have friends.

The impact of this was highlighted by pupil 4,

In primary I done a play about Samantha coming to [secondary
school] and it helped me now (sic) how to make new friends
and no (sic) worry if ma (sic) old friends stop being ma (sic)
friends becose (sic) I can make new ones.

Bullying
Pre-transition Data
Some pupils indicated fears of being bullied,

I’m nervous because people say that you get bullied (School L
pupil 11’s comments).

The theme of bullying became a central component during
Still-Images,

My favorite part was when we did the images about Samantha
getting bullied because I now (sic) what it feels like to be bullied
(School P pupil 2 - Questionnaire 1).

Small-Group Play-Making built upon pupils’ Still-Images
and Thought Tracks and were used to create short rehearsed
improvisations on the bully’s motivations. The pupils indicated
that the bullies bullied Samantha to increase their status,

Acting in groups – because it’s telling you how some people
treat others just because they want to be popular or cool
(School G pupil 2 - Questionnaire 1).

The bully’s motives were discussed during the pupil focus
groups,

School G

Pupil 1 When we were acting out about the bullying
and more of it and more why would people
want to bully, when do they bully and how do
they bully. And before I didn’t know most of
the things, but I did know about bullying, but
since I have been doing drama and acting it out
I know why people might bully and
they need help too.

Pupils suggested that A-Day-in-the-Life helped them
understand the available anti-bullying supports,

School L
Pupil 3 If you were bullied and you were worried the

next day, and the next day and they next day
after that, you could go onto the worry website
and get a group of friends. And don’t hang
about with the bullies if you see them walking
by, just walk away. It shows that kids are being
bullied and you don’t just have to fear the
bullies, and you can’t stand up to them.

Pupil 2 That’s what we did in the day drama and we
telt [told] her to use the worry box and the
teacher can read it.

Teacher L (Teacher L - Observation protocol sheet) noted,

I liked it when there seemed to be quite a lot about bullying and
when they had to be the teacher. I think that seemed to cause
more of a dilemma for them because, while they always want to
be the teacher and be in charge, I think when they had to come
up with solutions, they found this difficult. I think that is good
because it’s making them have to think and see something from
a different perspective and try and empathize as well.

Teacher G felt that the drama helped pupils discuss their
behaviors at transition,

The drama allowed them to understand her behavior and
relate it to their own transition. I don’t think they would have
been able to do this without the drama (Observation protocol
Sheet - Teacher G).

In summary, Teacher G (Observational Protocol sheet)
suggest that learning about bullying through drama,

...was good because it was making them think more critically
rather than being told, sort of making them explore and
investigate rather than just listen.

Post-transition Data (Secondary Questionnaire Data)
Pupils indicated that drama helped them recognize bullying
behaviors at transitions,

It was good because it helped us about bullying and if anyone
was being bullied to help them (pupil 6).

And that they would support peers by asking them,

what’s wrong and try to help because telling feelings to
someone might stop something wrong happening (pupil 21).
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Pupils reflected that the drama supported their empathetic
skills,

Yes, a little bit because I kind of knew what it must be like
for her (pupil 9).

Pupil 2 noted that the drama taught him/her what to do when
witnessing bullying,

I saw a boy called [pupil’s name] getting bullied and I told him
to go to the office to go see the HT. It did help me because we
told Samantha to tell a teacher.

Some pupils that had encountered bullying suggested,

A boy called [pupil’s name] was being mean to me and it made
me think about Sam and that I shouldn’t just take it and that
nobody should be treated that way because it is not fair to
the person who’s getting bullied. So, after a bit I told and Mr.
[teacher’s name] and he said to [pupil’s name] and he hasn’t
been mean to me since (pupil 17).

However, some pupils noted that the bullying scenarios didn’t
transfer into reality,

I thought that many people bullied and pushed to the
side and nobody should be treated that way but it doesn’t
happen (pupil 27).

Pupil 38 suggested that the drama helped their transition
learning,

When you are acting it out you are experiencing it, and then
when the teacher tells you it just sounds like a bunch of words,
but when you are experiencing it, you feel it.

DISCUSSION

See Table 1 for an overview of the named conventions.

Pupil Primary-Secondary Transition
Conceptualization
Jindal-Snape et al. (2020) argue that few primary-secondary
studies have sought to understand pupils’ conceptualization
of primary-secondary transition transition. In addition, often
international transition studies often focus on the negative
discourses (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). However, when pupils were
asked about their primary-secondary transition, the majority
indicated that they were looking forward to the new opportunities
such as making friends and experiencing new subjects. This
supports Jindal-Snape et al. (2020) findings that transitions do
not necessarily translate to negative prospect for all pupils.
Though, this is not to say that pupils did not have any negative or
mixed transition feelings. Indeed, the drama activity supported
pupils’ understanding of the range of transition perspectives.
For example, when pupils discussed their conceptualization of
primary-secondary transition, through Spectrum- of-Difference,
they indicated that they viewed their transition, and their
changing status, through the construct of ‘Big Fish Little Fish

Effect (Seaton et al., 2009). This resulted in some pupils voicing
their mixed feelings toward transition and concerns of being
the biggest pupils in primary to the smallest in secondary.
Also, some pupils voiced concerns regarding being bullied in
secondary school and missing their teacher; these issues are
often discussed in the international literature (Symonds, 2015).
Some pupils’ opinions regarding their transitions surprised
their teacher. This raises questions as to how the pupil/learner
voice was heard before the drama intervention. Indeed, if
pupils were previously voiceless during their transition learning,
then there is a chance that their needs might not have been
supported as the teacher did not anticipate any additional
support needs for said pupils. However, as Jindal-Snape et al.
(2019) suggest, the process of primary-secondary transition can
cause additional support needs (ASN) for pupils irrespective
to whether they have an ASN record or not. Therefore, it is
important that pupils can explore and express their transition
conceptualization and understanding before any move. In
doing so, this might afford pupils the opportunity to express
their feelings and discuss supports with peers and teacher(s)
(Jindal-Snape, 2012).

Although most pupils indicated that they were looking
forward to their transition, during the Spectrum-of-Difference
some deliberately stood at points which didn’t reflect their
transition feelings. When asked why, pupils indicated that they
didn’t wish to upset peers, who were worried about the transition,
as they were looking forward to their own transition. While this
displays empathy and a recognition of their peers’ needs, it also
highlights that some pupils did not view transition as a single
event that only impacted them. Instead, pupils recognized the
interconnectedness of the transition process, and that some of
their peers would require additional support (Neelands, 2009;
Jindal-Snape, 2016).

As pupils structured the drama work, their understanding of
the multiple and multidimensional transitions which influence
their primary-secondary transition developed (Jindal-Snape,
2016). For example, during ‘A-Day-in-the-Life’ pupils collectively
worked through timeframes in their school day - breakfast
(with their family), getting to school, first period, lunchtime
with peers and going home/spending time with their family.
School G pupil 8 recognized that the protagonist’s transitions
exacerbated other transitions for his/her family. In doing so,
the pupil was cognizant that his/her transition would impact
his/her mum, dad and teacher’s feelings. Moreover, the pupil
was also alert to how his/her transition would impact on travel
arrangements and childcare implications for his/her sibling.
Therefore, pupil 8 conceptualization of transitions possibly
developed due to his/her involvement in the drama activity
(Jindal-Snape, 2016).

During Forum Theater, pupils recognized their influence on
the success of their transition. By stopping the action and offering
alternatives, pupils discussed how they could alter Samantha’s
transition through reflection, collaboration and compromise
(Boudreault, 2010). By problem solving Samantha’s transition
issues, pupils merged their thoughts and feelings collectively to
create multiple realities for the characters and in turn related
these to their own lives. Therefore, during the drama conventions
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pupils collectively and individually found a way to have their
views listened to and actioned, in a meaningful manner, which
is essential for their self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 2010).

Friendships
A support network is important during primary-secondary
transition and having friends to guide one another through the
process can contribute to positive mental health (Miller et al.,
2015). Pupils indicated, during Spectrum-of-Difference, that
moving with friends to their secondary school is important
for a successful transition (Jindal-Snape, 2019). During
Teacher-in-Role, pupils highlighted how losing friends might
negatively impact Samantha’s (and their own) transition.
This is not surprising as friends become just as important as
parents/carers for offering social support and advice during
transitions (Bokhorst et al., 2010). For example, during the
Still-Images pupils advanced their understanding of the
transition narrative by focusing and reflecting on a key moment
in Samantha’s transition journey which focused on her need
for secure friendships (Woolland, 2014). This suggests that the
pupil used Still-Image to enact their ideas and visualize their
thinking around the need for secure friendship during transition
(Hertzberg, 2001).

The theme of friendships during transitions was furthered
when pupils layered their Still-Images through Thought-
Tracking. In doing so, pupils pledged their friendship toward
Samantha and stated that they would help others experiencing
similar situations. It appears that pupils were suggesting that a
‘snowball effect’ would be created to establish new friendships
(Weller, 2007). This was furthered during Mantle of the
Expert when pupils, playing the role of teacher, suggested
creating groups for Samantha to join, enabling her to have
likeminded individuals to play alongside. Symonds (2015)
suggests that when teachers group pupils together, based on
their subject interests, it offers them a homogenous group
of peers to establish new friendships. Therefore, the pupils’
suggestions during Mantle of the Expert was akin to what
would happen in the real world. This suggests that pupils
based their fictional ideas on their understanding of transition
supports, prior experiences of groupings and empathy for peers.
Furthermore, by attempting to solve Samantha’s friendship
concerns, pupils were also aiming to alleviate their own
worries on this matter (Prendiville and Toye, 2007). This
might be due to the drama’s ability to provide pupils with
opportunities to test themselves in imaginary scenarios and
rehearse issues which are concerning them through the guise
of a character. When pupils are in character it provides
a degree of anonymity as they can discuss their transition
concerns as if it were the character speaking and not themselves
(Jindal-Snape et al., 2011). Therefore, drama provides an
imaginative frame to test themselves within the fictional world,
gain insights and provide hope to their real-world pursuits
(Barton and Booth, 1990).

The drama may have enabled pupils to develop closer bonds
with their friends in primary and provided them with strategies
to make new ones in secondary school. Indeed, pupils throughout

the drama declared that they would help one another in their
move to secondary school. This might have created a sense
of solidarity between the pupils (Garcia, 1998) and a second
order identity as people grappling together (Neelands, 2007).
For example, pupils created scenarios where they offered one
another protection from social isolation and victimization. In
doing so, pupils attempted to understand others’ needs and values
while reflecting on their wants (Neelands, 2007). Therefore, by
walking in someone’s shoes, pupils paused their own world to
act ‘as if ’ in order to problem solve while developing their
empathetic skills (Hammond, 2016). Hammond (2016) suggests
that pupils can develop their empathetic skills through reflection
and discussion by considering the context, cultural beliefs, social
norms and personal experiences investigated in the work. This
supports teacher L’s comments that the pupils were ‘in tune’
with the characters and thus developed a greater connection
with their friends before transition. High quality friendships
and good relationships with classmates help to support pupil
self-esteem and resilience during transitions (Symonds, 2015).
This was confirmed through the secondary questionnaires which
suggested the drama helped them to maintain their primary
friendships, and provided them with the confidence to make new
friends in secondary.

Bullying
Most scenes centered around the theme of bullying. This
isn’t surprising as international transition research indicates
that bullying concerns can be a significant stressor during
the primary-secondary transition process (Pellegrini and Long,
2002). However, during the discussion and reflection on the
drama, most pupils indicated that they didn’t think that they
would be bullied in secondary school, though they did wish to
help those who were being bullied. This is unsurprising as pupils
often take a strong stance regarding the justice and fairness of the
drama they are creating (Neelands, 1992). It appears that working
collectively to problem-solve the central issue of bullying, helped
pupils to be supportive of one another (Baldwin, 2012). Similarly,
Burton (2015) indicates that drama is a suitable approach to use
to investigate the complexities of bullying in a safe and secure
manner. Indeed, Jindal-Snape (2012) highlights that using drama
to create and investigate transition issues like bullying helps
develop pupils’ self-esteem, confidence and resilience.

Through the creation of bullying scenes, pupils challenged
their beliefs on the issue being investigated (Bolton and
Heathcote, 1998). As such, pupils developed empathy toward the
bully victims and their understanding of the consequences of
bullying. This is like Joronen et al. (2012) findings where drama
helped pupils’ understanding of the causes of bullying. Indeed,
pupils indicated that due to their participation in the drama, and
reflection on it, that they were able to effectively deal with bullying
incidents in secondary school (Burton, 2015).

To effectively deal with potential bullying incidents, pupils
discussed their feelings around bullying with one another and
sought to activate change. Their actions within the drama world
became a template as to how they might react in similar scenarios
within the real world. For example, during the Still-Images pupils
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discussed a bullying moment in Samantha’s life outside of the
fiction and then created this in the drama world. In doing so,
pupils discussed their bullying concerns in a secure space and
then attempted to crystallize their understanding through the
fiction. The pupils then layered the Still-Image with a Thought
Track to increase their understanding of the character’s purpose
in the scene. Therefore, pupils created an approach to articulate
their character’s thoughts by giving a psychological commentary
of the physical action (Neelands and Goode, 2015).

Increasing pupil understanding of character’s psychological
make-up empowered pupils to suggest supports to be actioned
in secondary school. This was most notable during the Mantle of
the Expert activity where pupils assume expert roles as teachers
in order to effect positive change for Samantha. For example,
pupils wrote in role explaining what they would do as teachers to
support Samantha’s transition. The teachers and pupils reported
that this developed their understanding of the collective supports
available during the transition process and helped minimize their
bullying anxieties. This concurs with Baldwin and Fleming (2003)
suggestion that when pupils write in role they begin to empathize
with others and experience multiple behaviors.

In secondary school, most pupils indicated that they didn’t
directly experience bullying themselves, though did notice
others being bullied or bullying. The pupils suggested that
the drama work helped them recognize bullying incidents and
how to support those being bullied by showing kindness by
advocating for the bully victim. Pupils indicated that enacting
the scenarios supported them in offering advice and directing
a bully victim to the Head Teacher. In addition, some pupils
indicated that they had encountered bullying incidents and
due to their involvement in the drama, they were reminded
of what Samantha did to end it. This suggests that the pupils
were linking their learning in the fiction to the real world
and positively benefitted as a result. The pupils’ experience
helped to socially construct a shared understanding of what
bullying is, and how this comes to impact people individually
or as part of a wider grouping, and how they can stop
and prevent it from continuing (Neelands, 2009). Therefore,
due to pupils’ engagement and creation of the drama world,
based on their transition questions, they explored issues which
were meaningful to their needs (Rousseau et al., 2007). It
appears that using drama to create a problem-solving pedagogy
enabled pupils to collectively respond to universal concerns
like bullying. This then created a pedagogy where pupils could
enact fiction based on their hopes and concerns by providing
meaningful child-centered responses which could be reflected
and actioned in the real world (Mavroudis and Bournelli, 2016).
In turn, pupils reported that using drama helped reduce their
bullying concerns and provided them with strategies to use in
secondary school.

CONCLUSION

Using drama conventions appears to be a suitable problem-based
pedagogy focusing on pupil emotional and social skill
enhancement. It creates a positive transition discourse by

empowering pupils to establish a sense of belonging with
peers before moving to secondary. This was achieved by pupils
creating peer networks, generated through drama group work,
which continued during the first term of secondary school.
Pupil exploration of transition hopes and diminishing bullying
fears and friendships during primary-secondary transition
was developed in a sensitive and non-threatening manner.
This is due to pupils working together, through an aesthetic
medium, to increase their understanding and respect for
others’ perspectives. For example, the use of a metaphorical
emotional safety-net, through the process of acting ‘as if,’
supported a felt understanding which provides pupils with role
anonymity to express their transition thoughts and feelings.
In turn, this enabled pupils to advance their understanding of
abstract transition constructs through a fictional lens, which
empowers them to collectively meaning make and support
one another’s transition process. Pupils suggest that this
was an appropriate way to learn about primary-secondary
transition, and the issues surrounding bullying and friendships;
more so than traditional teaching approaches. For example,
pupils offered tangible pupil-led strategies to reduce bullying
during their transitions and maintain/forge new friendships
in secondary school. In addition, pupils developed their
friendships, which is a significant aspect for a successful
transition, and reported that working alongside their peers
helped them to alleviate their transition concerns. Furthermore,
pupils’ conceptualization of primary-secondary transition
appears to have developed from a movement between sectors to
an ongoing process. Therefore, the use of drama conventions to
support the teaching and learning regarding primary-secondary
transition, particularly the issues surrounding bullying and
friendships, should be undertaken in primary classrooms and
potentially meets, in part, the recommendations outlined by
Jindal-Snape et al. (2019).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Drama research is required to discuss the implication of this
study in a mixture of locations (rural and urban). Future
research should adopt drama strategies in both primary
and secondary settings via a bridging unit exploring pre
and post primary-secondary transition issues. However,
due to the conceptualization of transitions as multiple and
multidimensional, research should also investigate how drama
might support ongoing transitions throughout the school and
wider life. In addition, in recognition to Jindal-Snape et al.
(2019) recommendations, this should include a full range of
participants (e.g., pupils, teachers and parents – including those
with additional support needs), to provide a rich interpretation
of multiple transition perspectives. Furthermore, multiple
perspectives should also include pupils who are looked after
by the state and those with English as an additional language.
In doing so, additional longitudinal data, via a mixture of
qualitative and quantitative designs, could be gathered to show
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any impact and insight for a wide range of pupils from multiple
contexts and (potentially) social-economic backgrounds.

LIMITATIONS

There are limitations to this study. The sample size altered
between primary and secondary - this was mainly due to
pupil absenteeism and transitioning to an alternative secondary
school. However, as Jindal-Snape and Cantali (2019) indicate,
attrition is inevitable in studies where pupils volunteer. This
study was implemented in one Scottish Local Authority with one
secondary and its three associated primary schools. A case study
design means that the findings cannot be generalized; despite
the issues raised being like the limited studies using drama at
transitions and wider international literature. The participants’
views were given freely, and data recordings were shared
with them for member checking. However, due to the power
imbalance between a participant and researcher, it is feasible
to suggest that the trustworthiness of their views might have
been affected. There was no drama intervention implemented
in the secondary school. Although this study addresses Jindal-
Snape et al. (2011) suggestion for a longitudinal study it does

not provide data for ongoing transitions throughout secondary
education. No data was gathered from parents/carers or pupils
with additional support needs.
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This paper draws on a Scottish longitudinal study. It focuses on the variability of

a sample of focal children’s wellbeing and attainment trajectories on the journey

through education from the age of 3 to school leaving at 16–18 years old in one

Scottish Council area, in order to respond to the question What aspects of the

intersection of wellbeing, attainment, and school transitions help to explain school leaving

outcomes? The relationships between wellbeing and attainment either side of primary

and secondary school start are explored and the ways these may link to transition

experiences and educational outcomes at school leaving are raised. A new interpretation

of Bronfenbrenner’s “mature” bioecological system model which considers person,

processes and educational contexts over time frames the methodology, methods and

findings of a data rich exploratory-interpretive longitudinal study and discusses their

relationship to current dilemmas surrounding educational outcomes in Scotland at the

present time. The role of wellbeing and attainment measures as proxies for school

success is considered and found to be too narrow a concept in the form experienced

by the focal group of study participants. While wellbeing needs to be much more clearly

defined and fostered, concepts of attainment predicated only on maths and literacy (and

on some measures, science) are found to be insufficient in that they may discriminate

against too many. Attention to the opportunities offered and risks inherent in periods

of educational transition allow identification of, and reflection upon the qualities of a

good educational transition from both early childhood education to school start, and

subsequently in the move to secondary education. It is found that a “good transition”

though it exists, is not available to all children: consequently more equitable approaches

are advocated, and alternatives for practical and policy action are proposed. Study

of educational transitions dates back fifty years: is it not time for systems themselves

to change?
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INTRODUCTION

Transitions occur throughout life, individually, in the family,
in society, and as we journey from early childhood, through
early education, primary, and secondary schooling and on into
adult life. The value of early childhood experience, and of early
education, is increasingly understood as a “good”, but a gap exists
in understanding how benefits may be sustained by transitions
processes as children move from early childhood to primary
schooling and later from primary to secondary education.
Few studies have focused specifically on possible relationships
between transitions experiences and school outcomes with a
single cohort of participants over time. An argument is developed
for the potential relationship between a good transition and later
school success as understood through the dual lens of wellbeing
and attainment over time.

Numbers of early longitudinal studies discuss the impact that
school entry may have upon later school performance (e.g.,
Pollard and Filer, 1999; Entwisle et al., 2005): suggesting that the
nature of early transitions may influence longer-term outcomes.
To understand the impact of early experience on later outcomes
we need to know those outcomes: consequently numeracy and
literacy are frequently used as proxies for attainment and what
is often referred to as “school success”. Others emphasise the
importance of wellbeing and belonging as influential.

A consideration of child wellbeing raises a number of
principles for transition. Lippman et al. (2009) suggest the
importance of examining positive wellbeing and argue for
the development of constructs for positive wellbeing for

both children and youth, rather than presenting problem

behaviours and situations. A focus on positive wellbeing means

acknowledging strengths, rather than focusing on difficulties.
Thriving, notwithstanding social or family circumstances, means
focusing on human and social capital. Similarly Ungar et al.
(2019) in making a positive case for fostering resilience as
part of wellbeing, also focus on strengths. They emphasise
positive wellbeing, finding common ground in measures and
embracing self-report. Mashford-Scott et al. (2012) acknowledge
the importance of children’s wellbeing in relation to learning
and development and the need to know how children experience
wellbeing: they also argue the importance of the voice of the
child accessed through self-report. Lippman et al. (2009) find a
fragmentation and overlap of constructs in wellbeing measures
and a need for reliability and validity for diverse groups. They
find Bronfenbrenner’s ecological approach “a useful time-space
structure for integrating the several theories and concepts that
explain positive child development” (p. 9): a hybridisation of
the “mature” version of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological approach
supports the conceptual framing, design and analysis of the
current study (Dunlop, 2021, forthcoming).

Lester and Cross (2015) established strong school climate
predictors and factors protective of emotional and mental
wellbeing, through multi-level modelling of data generated in
their repeated self-completion questionnaire with 1,800 11–14
year olds. Peer support in the last year of primary school was
predictive of wellbeing, feeling safe in the first year of secondary
school was protective of wellbeing, and in the following year

for mental wellbeing. Feeling connected to school, support from
peers and feeling safe in school protected emotional wellbeing.
Further the role of school belonging links to wellbeing and
learning processes (Allen et al., 2018). Self-esteem has long been
understood as a precursor to subjective wellbeing (Du et al.,
2017), however Miller and Parker (2006) had found evidence
of discrepancies between teacher assessment of children’s self-
esteem and children’s own views. For wellbeing it matters
for children to “have a say” (Graham and Fitzgerald, 2011)
about all that affects them, given there are doubts about
teachers’ capacity to judge subjective wellbeing (Urhahne and
Zhu, 2015). These ideas clarify roles for education in fostering
wellbeing as an outcome of education (Spratt, 2016) and in
the present study influenced the choice of research materials
appropriate firstly to young children and subsequently to ensure
the voice of young people in transition to secondary is heard
through self-report.

Laevers’ work shows a child’s sense of emotional wellbeing
and levels of involvement as linked aspects in engagement
in early childhood experiences. He argues that these elements
initiate effective interactions with others: he proposes 10 action
points, one of which is “the way in which the adult supports
the ongoing activities with stimulating interventions (Action
Point 5)” (Laevers, 2000, p. 26). In later work the ways in
which adults interact with children assumed greater emphasis
(Laevers, 2015). Frydenberg and Lewis’ (1993, 2000) work links
the concept of coping with change to resilience, finding gendered
differences in coping, and focusing (Frydenberg, 2017) on the
ways in which coping as a process, in a range of situations,
offers up an outcome of resilience. This leads to identifying the
need to look at agency in transitions, understanding resilience
as a process, building understanding of resilience in family,
school and community, raising individual awareness of wellbeing
and linking these concepts to social capital and vulnerability at
times of transition.

Attainment is commonly used to describe end-point
outcomes, whereas achievement is more to do with how well
you have done in relation to previous personal attainment or
personal effort. Attainment is understood to be cumulative
(Magnuson et al., 2016) involving both academic and social
skills and implicating engagement in the educational process.
Most studies focus on middle childhood onwards, and either
exclusively on the earliest years (McDermott et al., 2013) or
not focusing on the earliest years at all, despite some earlier
evidence of links between the nature of school entry, the
thorny issue of school readiness and later achievement (Duncan
et al., 2007). The effects of secondary school experience on
academic outcomes are better documented, and numbers of
researchers have found relationships between attainment and
secondary school transitions (Langenkamp, 2011; Langenkamp
and Carbonaro, 2018) including disruption of social ties (Grigg,
2012) and lack of engagement (Gasper et al., 2012). McLeod et al.
(2018) focused on ECE attendance and the relationship with
longer term outcomes and Taggart et al. (2015) linked the quality
of preschool education and the home learning environment
to outcomes throughout education until 16+. These studies
reinforce the approaches used in the present study which led,
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e.g., to considering “transitions readiness” rather than school
readiness, as well as focusing upon parental engagement and
participation, children’s social worlds at times of transition and
their home learning environments (Dunlop, 2020a).

Others claim “a robust body of evidence suggesting that
children’s early educational experiences can have cascading
effects on school and later life outcomes” (Little et al., 2016,
p. 1). Such claims emphasise the potential importance of the
first educational transitions and the need for clarification about
what is understood by “transition”. Here both Bronfenbrenner’s
(2005, p.53) statement that the “developmental importance of
ecological transitions derives from the fact that they almost
invariably involve a change in role” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p.53),
and Cowan’s “We view transitions as occurring when there
are qualitative shifts in the individual’s self-concept and world
view, major life roles, and central relationships.” (Cowan, 1991)
link to the focus on changes in role, status and identity in
the present study. Sameroff’s model of development (Sameroff,
2009) captures the mutual and transactional influence of child
and environment. Times of transition expose children and those
who engage with them in new developmental trajectories, as his
work illustrates. Bronfenbrenner, in later iterations of his model
addresses both contextualism and relational development (Tudge
et al., 2016).

Further a review of three decades of transitions research
found that early intervention may fade out without successful
transitions (Kagan andNeuman, 1998) but there are few attempts
to study the impact of transitions’ claims over a pupil career
with a single cohort of students, rather than extracting such data
from large cohort studies. Primary-secondary transition studies
have generated some evidence about transition to secondary
which links to later wellbeing and attainment (Riglin et al., 2013).
The coincidence of secondary transition with early adolescence,
and linked risk and protective factors are also well-documented
(Evans et al., 2018; Jindal-Snape et al., 2019), factors such as
identity, sense of self as a learner, coper and friend became central
to the primary-secondary phase of this study.

Turning to the Scottish context, education policy is
determined as a devolved matter. There are features of Scottish
policy that influence transitions, attainment, and wellbeing
during the journey through education from 3 to 18. Scottish
policy has for some time focused on improving the wellbeing
and life course trajectories of children and young people
(Scottish Government, 2018a). On the “Getting it right for every
child” model, embedded in Scottish policy and practice and
later formalised through The Children and Young People Act
(Scotland) (2014), wellbeing is defined through eight indicators
which embrace different facets of a child’s life: children should
be supported to be safe, healthy, active, nurtured, achieving,
respected, responsible, and included.

Commissioned research into the resilience of pupils in
transition to secondary school (Newman and Blackburn, 2002)
and published self-evaluation guidance (HMIe, 2006) reinforced
the importance of children’s wellbeing at times of transition but
emphasised the need for full attention to be given to learning,
teaching, and curriculum issues. Recent Scottish Government
publications illustrate a continuing focus on Scottish children’s
wellbeing (Scottish Government, 2018a) and attainment profiles

(Scottish Government, 2018b). Closing the poverty related
attainment gap has become a core aspiration of the Scottish
Government today. In 2019 the principles of the curriculum
were re-visited and a “curriculum refresh” was undertaken
putting learners at the center of education and emphasising
the original messages of Curriculum for Excellence while
setting them in today’s context through five key contributions:
“understanding the learners,” “knowing the big ideas,” “being
clear on practical approaches,” “using meaningful learning
networks,” and “knowing your own learning and support
needs” (The Scottish Government, 2019a). In the academic
session 2019–2020 a new Health and Wellbeing Census (Scottish
Government, 2020a) was due to be launched in Scotland before
Covid-19 related school closures intervened. Among the aims of
this census, which will now be introduced when the timing is
right, is “to develop better understanding on some of the factors
which influence pupil attainment and achievement.”

The Scottish Attainment Challenge intends to improve
the lives of young people as they go through their school
education. A priority is “Building leadership capacity within
schools in order to improve the learner journey, particularly
at key transitions stages such as the transition from primary
to secondary education” (Scottish Government, 2018c, p. 8).
The National Improvement Framework and Improvement Plan
(Scottish Government, 2018c) has included a focus on transitions
which aims to develop specialisms in transitions between primary
and secondary school, support families, improve curriculum
collaboration between sectors of education and incorporate
the results of a commissioned literature review of primary-
secondary transitions (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019) into the
National Improvement Framework. Most recently new practice
guidance for the early years in Scotland emphasises once again
the importance of transitions in the early years, calling for
greater consistency in practice to ensure continuity through the
transition to school (Scottish Government, 2020b). This guidance
includes a strong section on why transitions matter, providing
helpful support especially now as countries begin to emerge
from the 2020 and 2021 Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns to bring
children back into early years and school settings.

Social disadvantage continues to compromise school
attainment and wellbeing, and child poverty has increased—
currently in Scotland a quarter (24%) of all children now
live in relative poverty (after housing costs) (The Scottish
Government, 2019b), and is predicted to rise substantially by
2020–2021 (Congreve and McCormick, 2018). Pertinent in the
Scottish context of a 3–18 curriculum, there remains a need to
know whether curriculum reform has achieved an aspired-for
continuum of learning and development in practice, and to
ensure that present policy and curriculum frameworks provide
a coherent approach to wellbeing and attainment from early
childhood into school and from primary to secondary education
to the benefit of children and young people.

Whether navigating a first transition successfully helps
children and young people to cope well with later transitions
remains largely unexplored. Ideas of “positive” or “successful”
transition remain contested and there is a lack of evidence of
the influence of a “good” transition, if it exists, upon subsequent
transitions and later school outcomes and coping strategies. To

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 60077890

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Dunlop Getting By or Flying High?

understand the role that transitions may play in securing or
undermining lasting benefits, it is necessary to study transitions
over time with the same cohort of children.

The study aimed to identify factors that may serve to
explain, relationally rather than causally, what makes for a good
first transition to school by studying children’s learning and
development in the everyday contexts of early childhood and
primary school and linked on a systems approach to home
experiences and self and other perceptions of children and
young people as learners, copers and friends at two periods of
major educational transition. Therefore, the driving question
for the informing longitudinal study (Dunlop, 2020a) was
“What explanatory factors link individual experiences of school
transitions and later outcomes?”

Reflections on the literature lead to six sub questions (SQ)
as follows:

S.Q.1. What is the role of personal attributes, wellbeing and
attainment, perceptions of self in educational transitions?
S.Q.2. What kinds of educational and wellbeing trajectories
can be identified for the focal children over time?
S.Q.3. What is the day-to-day experience of children
in education environments either side of the two
major transitions?
S.Q.4. What are the perspectives of different stakeholders
during transitions?
S.Q.5. How do attainment and wellbeing trajectories relate to
each other at the two major transitions?
S.Q.6. In what ways does the nature of each child’s
transition experience relate to their educational outcomes at
school leaving?

Notwithstanding the broader focus indicated in these main
study questions, this particular research paper presents wellbeing,
attainment, and case study data from a longitudinal study of one
cohort’s journey through school from the age of three until school
leaving between 16–18 years old, in order to focus on “What
aspects of the intersection of wellbeing, attainment, and school
transitions help to explain school leaving outcomes?”

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A Longitudinal Study of Educational
Transitions
The 22 focal children at the heart of this study of educational
transitions each had quite different educational attainments
as they left school education. This section will present their
wellbeing and attainment storey, over their school career, from
their pre-school year until school leaving. Four groups emerge:
those on the margins, those who get by, those who persevere
against the odds, and those who fly high.

The intention of presenting these wellbeing and attainment
journeys is to know what the group of focal children in this study
had achieved in their journey through education, how they fared
in relation to their peers and to then be able to unravel the reasons
for their varied wellbeing and attainment in relation to the two
main transitions in education and school outcomes through the
use of four illustrative case studies.

Framing the Study Design
In any study the researcher’s ontological and epistemological
perspectives determine the approach taken to the procedures
and logic they should follow (Waring, 2017). My own position
is one of recognising the creativity and competence of children
and the complexities they are faced with as they journey through
education. A theoretical framework, based on a hybridised socio-
bio-ecological model (Dunlop, 2020a) informed the framing of
the Navigating Educational Transitions study, data collection
and anaylsis. This innovative framework was based on the
interaction of person, process and context over time and
allowed comparison of the two macrosystems of early childhood
transitions and primary-secondary transitions, a reflection
of Bronfenbrenner’s original proposition 1 (Bronfenbrenner,
1989, [p. 231]). Wellbeing and attainment were identified as
significant developmental outcomes: understanding of these two
developmental processes was developed in context with an eye
to relationships, individual attributes and participation in the
educational experiences available.

Following published criteria for the inclusion of studies
claiming to be informed by Bronfenbrenner’s work (Tudge et al.,
2009), the research design was based on what they call “the
mature” version of Bronfenbrenner’s theory (p. 202) and as
explained includes each element of his Person-Process-Context
-Time (PPCT) model.

Study Design
Applying this framework to study design, data sources therefore
aimed to provide insight into individual attributes; educational
experiences at home and school; the perspectives of family,
teachers and the children themselves, and to focus on the two
identified developmental outcomes: wellbeing and attainment.
Observation, video recordings, classroom discourse, child group
conversations, stakeholder perspectives through questionnaire
and interview, environmental ratings, video tours, self-report,
wellbeing and coping ratings, assessment and attainment
protocols and case study were each included. In the PPCT
framework each data source was designed to draw out data
either side of the two major educational transitions: from
early years settings into school and between primary and
secondary education.

The whole study design evolved over time: primarily
qualitative, some decisions weremade to gather quantitative data.
The data collected over the lifetime of the study is tabulated
in Figure 1.

Data was gathered over two periods of 3 years in the contexts
of nursery, home, schools, local authority, and university venues.
Selected data from the study allowed the development of both
wellbeing and attainment trajectories over time for a focal group
of children: these are used to answer the question posed in this
paper on the intersection of wellbeing, attainment and school
transitions and the way they may help to explain school leaving
outcomes. Wellbeing data was gathered over both transition
phases until early secondary school, the home wellbeing data is
not included in the school based trajectories. Attainment data was
gathered over the full period of the study from school year 1996–
1997 to the school year 2009–2010. The years of my retirement
from full-time work have afforded the opportunity to work
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FIGURE 1 | Person-Process-Context-Time Model of Data Collected. *UTPS, Universal Tariff Points Score; ECERS, Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale;

*Timepoints not included in trajectories.

with the volume of data generated in comprehensive way, and
importantly to link this to the present time. A multi-layered and
mixed method approach (Lincoln, 2010) was taken to gathering
data over time in pedagogically relevant ways in which researcher
presence respects the complexity of educational contexts and
the learning, teaching, interactions and relationships within
them (Nind et al., 2016; Blaisdell et al., 2019) so that research
approaches and pedagogy are closely aligned.

Participants
Four primary schools in four different areas representative of
the local authority demographic were selected by the local
authority for inclusion in a study which originally set out to
understand continuity and discontinuity in the transition from
early childhood settings to primary school, and would later
consider the transition to secondary education for the last year
of primary education and the first 2 years of secondary school. In
the overall study the same six class cohort (n= 150) was followed
through two major educational transitions from the age of three
to secondary school leaving. The experiences of the cohort as
a whole form a backdrop for the more intensive study of the
focal children.

In the January parents enrolled 150 children in the four
selected primary schools to start school in August of the same
year. Enrolment details for each child normally included gender,
date of birth, home address, resident parents and siblings,
parental employment, first language and ethnicity. Using these
data, stratified purposive sampling identified one fifth of the
children (n = 30) as a focal group who would be studied more
intensively. This group reflected the profile of the 150 children as
a whole in that 10% lived with a single parent, 10% of families
were unemployed, 10% were from an ethnic minority, there were
an almost equal number of boys and girls with fewer of the
children in the older 6 months (n = 68) on entry to school and
more who had not turned five upon school entry, in the younger
6 months (n = 82). Almost one third of the children (n = 45)
were in the youngest 3 months of eligibility and therefore started
school before they were 5 years old.

Of the 30 originally identified focal children, two with
additional support needs were excluded from the study by the
host authority and one requested a different school placement.
Of the 27 children at the outset of the study, the family of one
child relocated to another part of the country, while four moved
to out of area schools within 3 years of school start: leaving a total
of 22 participating focal children over time.
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A particular focus is given to ethics of longitudinal research.
Two types of consent were sought—parental consent on an opt-
out basis to observe and record the early learning and school
experiences of the 150 children in their nursery settings for
6 months prior to school start and for the first year of their
primary education, and parental consent on an opt-in basis for
the sample of focal children. The final study report (Dunlop,
2020a) focuses on experiences of the 150, bringing further detail
from the focal group of 22 individuals. In any study of day-to
day experience the reciprocal relationship between research and
practice needs to be addressed: ethical considerations are relevant
throughout the research process and issues may change over time
in long-longitudinal work.

Ethical approval was therefore sought and received at four
different time points for this study. Firstly at the outset of
the study through parental consent and with child assent
(Dockett et al., 2013; Phelan and Kinsella, 2013) for home-
based assessments and for observation and discussion in the
first 2 years of school. Secondly when the children were in
their last year at Primary School, through class-based discussion
before questionnaire completion, and in small groups of the focal
children in each class where rights, risks and benefits of taking
part in longitudinal research were debated. A home visit was
arranged to create an opportunity to discuss the study further,
to understand the data already collected in earlier years and to
ensure individuals and their families had all the information
needed in order to make an informed decision to continue in
the study, to allow continuing use of data already collected or
to withdraw.

Thereafter all 22 participants and their families gave
continuing permission for their data to be used in the study.
One participant decided in P7 to discontinue active participation
in the study and the parents of another preferred their child
to avoid involvement outside of school. Twenty focal children
therefore remained active during the transition to S1 of whom
12 continued their active participation for the first 3 years of
secondary education. Researcher engagement continued with the
host local authority leading to application for ethical approval for
the Transitions Continuation Study for S4 and S5 and finally for
the Transitions Sixth Year follow up. In each iteration of ethical
approval consent to academic publication, while protecting
participants’ identity, was included. A further follow-up study is
under consideration at the present time, with the aim of gaining
insight into the cohort’s young adult lives.

Materials
Wellbeing and Coping and Engagement Over Time
The tools used were the Leuven Involvement Scale for
Young Children (LIS-YC) (Laevers, 1994) and The Adolescent
Coping Scale (Frydenberg and Lewis, 1993): both carry their
own protocols for completion and analysis. Wellbeing and
involvement measures gathered at four early years timepoints
(Nursery, P1 Christmas, P1 Summer and P2) were standardised
across the 22 focal children to provide each with an individual
standardised score to produce trajectories of wellbeing over the
nursery-primary transition. At the primary-secondary transition
wellbeing and coping materialised as an issue and led to a

TABLE 1 | Wellbeing and involvement indicators.

Wellbeing signals Involvement signals

When assessing the level of wellbeing, you

can allow yourself to be guided by a number

of characteristics in the child’s behaviour.

Not all of these signals need to be present at

the same time and in their complete form to

speak of wellbeing.

When assessing involvement, you

can allow yourself to be led by a

number of characteristics or

signals in the child’s behaviour.

Obviously, not all signals have to

be present at the same time in

order to indicate involvement

(child’s age and level of

development too).

Openness and receptivity Concentration

Flexibility Energy

Self-confidence and self-esteem Complexity and creativity

Being able to defend oneself, assertiveness Facial expression and composure

Vitality Persistence

Relaxation and inner peace Precision

Enjoyment without restraints Reaction time

Being in touch with oneself Verbal expression

Satisfaction

(Laevers et al., 1997, p. 16–21).

search for a structured means of investigating this. The Leuven
scale uses Leavers’ wellbeing and involvement observational
methods (Table 1) which were easily integrated into the overall
observational approach. The intention in using both wellbeing
and involvement measures was to establish an understanding of
wellbeing in the nursery and school classrooms and to gauge the
levels of involvement (engagement) of children in areas of the
curriculum in nursery and early primary.

Two raters coded a sample of material following the Child
Monitoring System protocols. Both raters had attended a 3
days intensive training programme in which practical workshops
watching and coding video episodes had been a feature. Their
intra-rater consistency was well-established with this system.
Following the inter-rater exercise wellbeing and involvement
observations were rated on the same model for each of the Focal
Children in both nursery and primary.

The Frydenberg and Lewis Adolescent Coping Scale (ACS)
self-report approach provided a means to consider wellbeing
at the primary-secondary transition. They find the concept of
coping with change is linked to resilience. The Short Form
of the Frydenberg and Lewis (1993) Adolescent Coping Scale
(ACS) was used as the best known protocol available at the
time to judge student coping as the focal group transitioned
to secondary school. Coping was understood to be a useful
proxy for wellbeing, it was then possible to compute Nursery
to P7 wellbeing trajectories by using the two sets of standardise
scores. Similarly for the 12 for whom full data is held wellbeing
trajectories could be computed across both transitions, over
seven timepoints.

The short version of the ACS has two forms for participants
to complete—the general short form and the specific short form.
In completion of the general form participants are asked to think
of a situation which they find challenging and indicate how they
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would cope. They are offered 18 possible ways of responding and
use a Likert Scale of five response options ranging from “not
used” to “used a great deal.” In the specific form the strategies are
considered in relation to the specific issue chosen: in this study
the specific issue was transition to secondary school. Definition
and examples of the conceptual areas of coping (Huxley et al.,
2004) based on the Adolescent Coping Scale (Frydenberg and
Lewis, 1993) use the following approaches: seek social support,
focus on solving the problem, work hard and achieve, worry,
invest in close friends, seek to belong, wishful thinking, not
cope, tension reduction, social action, ignore the problem, self-
blame, keep to self, seek spiritual support, focus on the positive,
seek professional help, seek relaxing diversions, and physical
recreation. The protocol clusters these ways of coping under
the three over-arching categories of productive coping/problem
solving, reference to others and non-productive coping. From
their responses it is possible to establish what dimensions of
coping young people use most frequently.

The responses the focal children gave before and after the
Primary-Secondary transition allowedwellbeing trajectories to be
plotted for the 12 who completed the scale twice, by computing
individual standardised scores from Nursery to Senior Year
1 (S1). For the remaining ten focal children who completed
in Primary School but not in Secondary, their individual
standardised scores were added to their early years wellbeing
profiles to give a Nursery-Primary Year 7 (P7) trajectory.

Attainment Over Time
Data on the focal children and young people’s school attainment
was gathered over a 12–14 years period, depending on
individual dates of school leaving. Attainment data over
the whole educational journey is available for all 22 focal
children. The forms of data are varied and present a
challenge to creating learning trajectories for the each pupil’s
school career. In summary the range includes observation,
teacher report, pupil profiles based on observational data and
teacher judgment, a specifically designed pre-school assessment
generating numerical scores for each item, externally designed
assessments standardised for the Local Authority, and the
National Assessments and Examinations of the time. The timing
of data gathered is visible in Figure 1 which shows the full data
gathering process for the complete study.

Educational Journeys Over Time
In longitudinal study it is not uncommon to find case studies as
the main focus in qualitative work (e.g., Pollard and Filer, 1999;
Warin and Muldoon, 2009), and less frequently as illustrative
examples in quantitative work/mixed-method design (Siraj-
Blatchford, 2010): the case may be as large as a school or a
sector of the education system, but may also be framed at an
individual level.

Where the case is identified at an individual level, while it
focuses on the individual child’s experience, at home, in nursery
and at school, such experience is rarely seen in isolation, given
the person, process, context, and time (PPCT) factors at work.
With a number of focal children in the same class, case studies can
elaborate the researcher’s understanding of the class as a whole.

Procedure
The procedures used to form wellbeing and attainment
trajectories and to create the narrative case studies are addressed
in this section.

Generating Wellbeing Trajectories
The data from six of the seven wellbeing time-points and
at each of nine attainment time-points generated individual
standardised scores for wellbeing and attainment. The same
formula of subtracting the mean score (for all 22, 18, or 12
children according to data gathered) from the individual raw
score, then calculating the standard deviation to generate an
individual standardised score, was used for all wellbeing and
attainment results. This allowed integration of the different forms
of data. In these ways a range of trajectories were developed
allowing the presentation of attainment and wellbeing over time,
as well as creating the potential to explore individual and group
patterns within and across the major transitions, as exemplified
through four case studies in the presentation of results.

Generating Attainment Trajectories
By standardising scores from the variety of assessments, it is
possible to combine these scores to generate a single scale
which allows pupils’ attainment over time to be understood
continuously. Individual comparative performance across the
two selected curricular (developmental) areas over time may
also be understood. In this way it is also possible to plot group
outcomes over time to see who is improving, declining, or
maintaining performance relative to their starting points and to
the group.

Ten time-points came into strong view the first four clustered
around the transition to school: in the summer term of nursery
education, at home over the holiday period before school start
(not included in the trajectories presented here), at the end of
the first term in school and at the end of the first year in school.
The next time-points of summer of the second and third years
in school, each drew on teacher report in Primary(P)2 and in P3
upon the standardised testing introduced by the Local Authority
in P3. A lighter touch at P5 in that no other contributing data
was gathered at this time-point, was followed by a second more
intense focus on the children’s experience during the P7 year
before transition to secondary education in S1 the year following
that change. A final time-point, which serves to understand the
full educational journey from 3 to 18 (or 16 for some leavers),
draws together national assessments and examination results in
S4, S5, and S6: the Senior Phase of secondary education. Given
that there are different grading systems for different types of
assessment, it was decided at first to use the Universities and
Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) tariff points to convert the
national Higher and Advanced Higher exam results from A, B,
C... into numbers. There is no such tariff for the other results that
represent pupils’ highest level of achievement in years S4 and S5,
e.g., Access 2 and 3 or Intermediate Certificates that had replaced
Standard Grades and were the precursor of the current National
4 and 5 awards.

A different solution was sought, resulting in the use of The
Unified Points Score Scale (UPS) which is an extended version
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TABLE 2 | Sparkline wellbeing trajectories: Nursery-P1 entry; Nursery to P1-summer by later attainment groups; Nursery -P2 summer.

of the UCAS Scottish Tariff points system (Scottish Government,
2009, 2011; The Scottish Government, 2010). The different
forms of Literacy/English and Numeracy/Maths attainment data
collected during this long-longitudinal study were used to
develop standardised scores and to plot individual attainment
trajectories over a school career. A final score looks across
all subjects by standardising the points gained cumulatively
from all other subjects taken by each individual from Access
level through to Advanced Higher. Alongside these attainment
data, a range of explanatory factors including environments,
individual attributes and the children’s sense of themselves as
learners, copers and friends, were considered for all of the
children (Dunlop, 2020a), and are exemplified through four case
study examples.

Generating Nested Case Studies of Educational

Journeys: Over Time
Both qualitative and quantitative data contributed to the case
studies developed for the 22 focal children, in which the
approach is akin to the Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2004),
where a picture or pattern is built up through the adding
of segments—the segments of the planned case studies at
both nursery-primary and primary-secondary transition include
environments, interactions, individual attributes, wellbeing,

and attainment. Case study data was generated through
observations and interviews, consideration of the quality of
learning environments, attainment and wellbeing measures, self-
report, parent, teacher, and individual perspectives and group
activities. In the case studies presented these different elements
are drawn upon.

RESULTS

This section presents patterns across the wellbeing and
attainment trajectories of the 22 focal children who attended early
childhood, primary and secondary school in the particular Local
Authority. How these journeys through education align or not at
the two major transitions in education allows discussion of the
intersection of wellbeing, attainment and transitions to emerge.
By relating these experiences to attainment outcomes in core
subjects at school leaving and then across all subjects studied,
the question of the validity of using outcomes in Literacy/English
and Numeracy/Maths as proxies for school success is opened up.
A brief indication of the wider explanatory factors considered
(Dunlop, 2021, forthcoming) is included. Finally four case
studies are used to illustrate emerging patterns in individual
educational journeys.
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TABLE 3 | (1) Wellbeing across time nursery to P7 (n = 18); (2) Wellbeing nursery to S1 (n = 12); (3) Available wellbeing over time (n = 22).

Wellbeing Trajectories Over Time
In this study children’s wellbeing was explored through whole
class screening to gauge the ambient atmosphere in nursery
and early primary classes either side of the transition. Focused
observations of the 22 focal children using the Laevers (1994)
phenomenological approach to wellbeing and involvement in
nursery and primary1 (Table 1) generated wellbeing scores either
side of transition to school (n = 22). Sparklines Table 2.1 shows
that for 13 children their overall wellbeing as observed in nursery
and the first term in school had an upward trajectory on entry
to school, for the remaining nine wellbeing dropped in the early
months of school. For six children this upward wellbeing profile
continued through to the end of their first year in school, but
for 16 children their overall wellbeing dropped between their last
nursery term and their last P1 term (Table 2.2). This downward
trend occurred for all children attending three (Grantown W,
Grantown S/C, and Fenton) out of the six P1 classes, in one
class the three focal children all sustained an upwards trajectory
and in the other two there was a mix of a fall and a rise in
wellbeing among the different children. The extent to which
these trends link to individual attributes and experiences, or seem
to be explained more generally for groups of children, emerges
when the nature of classroom interactions, dominant pedagogy,
classroom environments, and teacher wellbeing is considered.

The desire to know how long it took any particular child
to feel well in school meant a further set of observations

were undertaken in the last term of the first year in school,
Table 2.2 applies the later attainment groupings to illustrate the
relationship between early wellbeing and later school outcomes.
Taking account of teacher assessments of personal, social and
emotional development, wellbeing scores were also generated
for P2, allowing a picture to emerge of how long any particular
child may take to adjust and feel content in school. When
children moved on to P2 their wellbeing profiles change again,
and the group is evenly split (Table 2.3) with 11 children now
experiencing an upward trajectory and 11 a downwards one.

For the second major transition, from the end of primary
school through to the first year in secondary education, a self-
report protocol was used. By P7 when 18 children took part
in the first round of the ACS self-report, again the focal group
was equally divided between upward and downward wellbeing as
shown by class attended in Table 3.1.

For the second round of ACS in their first year of school 12
participating children (Table 3.2) completed the self-report. Six
reported positively about the transition to secondary, while six
felt their wellbeing and capacity to cope was on a downward
trend. Table 3.3 illustrates the available wellbeing data for all
focal children. Ten trajectories are downward in nature, but
looking at this overall data 12 sustained upwards trajectories in
the longer term.

How these data align with attainment data over time is
addressed in the section “Reflections on the Results Presented”.
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TABLE 4 | Attainment sparklines: (1) Nursery leaving to P1 entry; (2) Nursery leaving to P1 summer; (3) Nursery leaving to P2 summer.

Attainment Trajectories Over Time
The challenge of working with different forms of data in terms
of analysis over time is recognised. The data was collected
over the three phases of the longitudinal study at 10 time
periods, nine of which are presented here (excluding home-
based assessment in the summer before school start) and is
an analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data held that is
relevant to profiling attainment, including school leaving data
from the Senior Phase—time-period 10 up until each individual’s
school leaving date. An example of each type of trajectory is
included in each of the following case studies. Two tables present
the attainment trajectories by class attended. In Table 4.1 the
direction of attainment from nursery leaving to P1 entry shows
that 13 of the focal children dipped in numeracy and literacy
attainment in their first school term, while for nine attainment
rose. By the end of their first year in school (Table 4.2) 19 children
sustain their initial trajectories of dips and upwards trends, dip
continues, while two of the youngest, Ruby and Richie, recover
from the dip, and Angus’ initial positive trajectory drops. By the
summer of their second year in school (Table 4.3) nine children
continue this downward attainment trend, six sustain an upward
trend and the other seven have more fluctuating profiles. In the
Case Study Section some explanatory factors for consistency and
change are considered.

InTable 5 the four columns show attainment trends in the first
(5.1) and second (5.2) major educational transition. Columns
5.3 and 5.4 show the direction attainment took from nursery to
P7 and from Nursery to S1. A number of studies refer to the
secondary school dip: it is well-understood that there is a dip
in confidence, wellbeing, and attainment for many children in
the transition to secondary education (Galton et al., 1999, 2003;
McLellan and Galton, 2015), with a need for more professional
focus on the academic as well as the social side of transitions.
In the present study for the focal children more than half (n =

12) experienced such a dip in attainment, however 10 did indeed
experience such a dip.

The attainment trends in literacy (English) and numeracy
(Maths) over the 22 focal children’s nursery to school leaving
career are linked to their total Universal Tariff Points Scores in
Table 6, showing that in three of the four attainment quartiles
there is a mix of upward and downward attainment profiles. For
12 of the 22 focal children their attainment dropped overall from
nursery until school leaving, while for 10 attainment rose over
time. In both the “On the Margins” group and the “High Fliers”
there is considerable consistency in the direction of attainment,
with only Richie showing an upward trend over time despite his
overall scores being well-below the mean. This raises questions
about what “doing well” may mean, with those in the “Getting
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TABLE 5 | Attainment: (1) Nursery to school entry; (2) Primary 7-senior 1; (3) Nursery leaving to P7; (4) Nursery leaving to S1.

By” and “Persevering” quartiles achieving both because of, and
against the odds.

The total Universal Tariff Points (T-UPS) each of the focal
children had accumulated by school leaving are shown in
Figure 2, given in detail in Table 6. Of the 22 children whose
attainment data is reported here, six ∗ left school at the end of
S4, aged 16; 2 ∗∗ left a year later at S5 and 14 continued in school
until the end of S6: the last year of schooling in Scotland.

These data may be compared with the Scottish average
tariff points scored in each relevant year in Figure 3, with the
significance of such positioning shown in the four case studies
that follow.

For S4 leavers in the study the national average of Scottish
school leavers was 341 T-UPS; for S5 leavers it was 356 and for
S6 leavers it was 372. Of the six focal children who left school in
S4, only Susan (140 T-UPS) had more than 80 tariff points and all
were considerably below the Scottish average for school leavers.
Two of these six moved to new schools: Cathy (Case Study), 37
T-UPS, and Heather with 88 T-UPS points; one was recorded as
unemployed and three went on to college to complete further
study. Lisa (461) and Hannah (328) who left in S5 fell each side of
the national average in their year of 356 T-UPS, while 12 of the 14
who stayed on to 6th year achieved above average T-UPS and two
had lower than average scores but fall into the group of school
leavers who accumulate more tariff points the longer they stay

in school, and therefore do better than expected. For those who
left in sixth year the variation in points achieved was 836 T-UPS,
withMairi achieving 207 points and Ernie (Case Study) achieving
1,043. When all 22 focal children’s school leaving outcomes are
considered this gap between tariff points widens to 1,006 T-
UPS. The following case studies profile Ernie and Cathy: children
who lie at the extremes of this range, and positions Ruby in the
“getting by” group, while Steven is in the “persevering” group.

Consideration of attainment through a school career, how
it accumulates in school leaving attainment and the future
impact of academic outcomes on individual lives each raise
many issues. Trajectories are rarely evenly upward or downward:
to understand what affects not only the end point differences,
but the fluctuations in the journey through education, the
intersection of wellbeing and attainment with major educational
transitions is presented by plotting their alignment.

Aligning Wellbeing and Attainment Over Time
Turning to what extent wellbeing and attainment align over time,
and particularly at transition, two ways of looking at this are
important as shown in the model in Figure 4: firstly is there
alignment of wellbeing and attainment within each transition
and secondly are the early patterns sustained across transitions?
Direction of travel in pedagogical wellbeing (Pyhältö et al., 2010)
is also visible in these trajectories through the upward and
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TABLE 6 | Direction of attainment over time (n = 22) leading to four attainment groups.

FIGURE 2 | Focal children’s SQA national assessment in S4, S5, and S6 showing total scores accumulated in English and Maths and in all other subjects taken.
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FIGURE 3 | Tariff scores-scottish school leavers and case study group.
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FIGURE 4 | Model of wellbeing and attainment patterns over time.

downward alignments and the more divergent or convergent
pathways as addressed in the following discussion.

At the Nursery to Primary 1 transition (Table 7.1) 10 of
the focal children’s trajectories in wellbeing and attainment
were aligned: in five of these both wellbeing and attainment
improved over the transition whereas five children’s wellbeing
and attainment both dropped. For a further eight focal children
attainment and wellbeing diverges in the move from nursery to
Primary 1 and for the remaining four wellbeing and attainment
converge: coming closer together over time. In many ways
such alignments are the more expected outcome: the literature
suggests a relationships between positive wellbeing, engagement
and attainment (Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro, 2013; Cadime et al.,
2016; Mowat, 2019) and conversely a drop in engagement
and wellbeing may herald a drop in attainment. The extent
to which this sample of children reflects the peer group,
variability is to be expected in attainment and wellbeing at
times of transition. Patterns of wellbeing and attainment within
and across transitions is shown through sparklines of available
evidence in Table 7—alignment of wellbeing and attainment
within and across Transitions.

At Primary to Secondary transition seven of the 18 children
for whom both wellbeing and attainment data are held show
consistent patterns across transitions; for five wellbeing and
attainment align by primary secondary transition with upward
trajectories; for the other six children patterns vary across the
two transitions (for six of these children∗ wellbeing data is round
one ACS only). Looking at wellbeing and attainment across
transitions it is possible to identify four children whose wellbeing
and attainment aligns at both transitions—two downwards
(Norrie and Steven), one upwards (Chris) and the fourth (Cathy)
mixed. For two (Ruby and Heather) the divergence between
wellbeing and attainment is maintained as a pattern through both
transitions, while Lisa experiences greater convergence between

wellbeing and attainment as a pattern through both transitions.
The wellbeing data are incomplete for four children∗∗, however
the nature of their attainment is replicated in both transitions,
with Naheem and Mairi showing falling attainment and Richie
and Susan showing rising attainment over both transitions. For
the remaining 12 children there is a mix of divergent to aligned
(Colin, Hannah, Jane); aligned to divergent (Katie, Jasmine);
divergent to convergent (Simon, Nadine); and convergent to
divergent (Ernie) trajectories over the two major transitions.
By considering their wellbeing and attainment, separately and
together, this sample of children’s experience can be embedded
in the wider picture of school-learning and accountability of
the time as presented in Figure 3—Average Tariff Score of
School Leavers and Focal Group Tariffs. Finally columns three
and four in Table 7 group the focal children in terms of their
attainment quartile. Again alignments are very mixed, suggesting
that wellbeing and attainment are but two factors intersecting
with transitions in education.

Reflections on the Results Presented
The results presented confirm that homogeneity should never be
expected in any group of school pupils or school leavers. Overall
this longitudinal study suggested that a “push for sameness”
exists in our education systems, perhaps as a way to manage
the reality of diversity. This negates the very real differences
that exist between children and which merit differentiated
approaches if each is to do as well as possible while maintaining
their self-respect and sense of belonging (Allen, 2018a,b) in
school. Consequently grouping children by characteristics is
inevitably going to be a fluid and changing process. In reality
individual learning is rarely linear, though in education we
have worked hard to present logical sequences of learning and
what is to be taught in hierarchies of difficulty. With younger
children particularly, this means taking account of an increasing
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TABLE 7 | Alignment of wellbeing and attainment: (1) N-P1 by class; (2) N-P1 by attainment groups; (3) P7-S1 by class; (4) P7_S1 by attainment groups.

abstraction in thinking to establish foundations in learning and
to continue to build on these throughout school education. To
some extent this accounts for the focus on literacy and numeracy
as tool subjects through which other learning is mademuchmore
accessible. Many variables exist to knock this planning sideways,
for example: changes of teacher, changes in pedagogy, grouping
on a basis of ability, results, or indeed socially. Consequently in
longitudinal study different ways to bunch children together are
likely to emerge. One of the ways is presented here, through the
following case studies.

Four Case Studies: On the Margins,
Getting By, Persevering, and Flying High
For the representative sample of 22 focal children in this study,
attainment over their school career, as previously explained,
varied by 1006 UPS Tariff points. Grouping on a basis of UPS
tariff points quartiles (Q) results in four groups of uneven size—
Q1 = eight lower achieving children, Q2 = five low middling;
Q3 = seven high middling, and Q4 = two high flyer. Of course
attainment is not the only characteristic of these 22 children,
nor the only way to group them. A focus on any characteristic,
for example wellbeing, post-school destinations, socio-economic
status, family social capital, resilience during transition or indeed
humour, appearance and gender would all result in different
groupings. Grouping by attainment places some children on the

lower margins of their year group, some who get by, others
who persevere against different odds and some who are high
fliers: but these groups only have an academic consistency. As
soon as wellbeing, personal dispositions, individual strengths
and circumstances and classroom and school contexts are
taken into account then diversity becomes apparent in all its
glorious differences. One case study from each of these academic
quartiles is presented here. The wellbeing and attainment
trajectories generated and what they may mean are exemplified
through the following case studies which draw on a range of
explanatory factors.

Case Study 1—On the Margins

Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 1—“On
the Margins”
Cathy attended Nursery School in the mornings and a private
nursery in the afternoons, coping with two quite different
settings, and the lunchtime commute between them with her
grandparents while her parents were at work. Cathy enjoyed her
morning nursery more when her friend Laurie was there with
her, settling in to a wide range of activities and chatting with
other children but nudging Laurie to reply if adults spoke with
them. Knowing Laurie was going on to a different school staff
were aware this represented a bit of a challenge. Only with her
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DIAGRAM 1 | Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 1 – ‘On the Margins’.
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teacher, Mrs. French, was Cathy more forthcoming: with her she
participated in storeys and discussion.

With others from her morning nursery which had an overall
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms
et al., 1980, 1998, 2005) score of 6.4, Cathy moved at just over
4 ½ to Hilltop Primary School P1 which was less tuned to
younger children (ECERS score 4.3). As in nursery Cathy formed
a good relationship with her teacher, finding some security in the
increased formality and predictability of a teacher-led approach
where child choice was quite limited. Her wellbeing moves from
1.5 standard deviations below the mean in nursery (she herself
says later she was happier in her other nursery) to 0.75 above at
the end of Primary 1 and then plateaus.

Cathy’s self-report ACS score in P7 is little above her
wellbeing score in nursery days, and drops further during the
transition to secondary when at 11 years 7 months (Case Study
Trajectories- CST Ia). She goes to Fernbank Secondary School
with the majority of her class, and her capacity to cope becomes
non-productive (ACS Round 2). Similarly her slightly upwards
attainment trajectory in the move to primary school changes to a
downward trajectory in the move to secondary and overall from
nursery to S1 (CST1a) (Diagram 1). Cathy’s Primary 7 teacher
talks warmly about her—“Cathy has a fine sense of humour- she
enjoys my jokes. She is very friendly and outgoing but not pushy—
she’s not a high flier, but is quite confident socially. She will be fine
in High School—I can’t see her getting in with a bad crowd.” (TI).
Cathy’s father took on the P7 parental interview: he believed that
Cathy would transfer well to secondary, was very positive about
her nursery and primary experience, having three ambitions for
her secondary education: that Cathy would do well, that she will
get on well with others and would hopefully have good teachers.
His one concern for secondary was bullying. Cathy attended all of
the primary-secondary transitions research group sessions from
P7-S2, contributing in a lively way and enjoying the company of
others in the group.

Cathy’s wellbeing and attainment profiles diverge (CST1b)
across both major transitions. An initial upward alignment
within the first transition (CST1c) becomes a downward
alignment of wellbeing and attainment from P7-S1 as reflected
in the full nursery-S1 trajectory. On leaving Secondary school
at the end of S4 at 15½, her future destination was recorded as
“transfer to another High School?” She leaves Fernbank with no
UPS points in English, only 8UPS points inMaths and 29 in other
subjects (CST1d) with an overall UPS score of 37 points. Cathy’s
own attainment trajectory remains below the mean throughout
a 12 years educational journey. For Cathy this is not the end
of the school storey, later in S6 she responded by letter and
questionnaire that she had been very unhappy in her original
secondary school, had been badly bullied, and had left to go to a
different school in the neighbouring council area. She concludes
“Going into a new secondary is a big step but when you get there
it is fun and easy. I cope with new experiences very well now
because of everything that has happened. In the end I did better
in my exams than I thought I would. I’m worried about growing
up, but at the same time I can’t wait. I’ve applied for a bank job
and some college courses: mainly administration. Also I may go to
University.” [Transitions continuation study: S6].

For much of her educational journey and particularly at times
of transition, Cathy is quietly at the margins of the school
experience. She found relationships with particular teachers
supportive and encouraging (nursery, P. 1 and P. 7) and over
time became visiblymore confident with her peer group, however
this proved not to be an easy path until at 15½ she moved to
a different secondary school and reported being transformed by
the experience.

Case Study 2—Getting By

Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 2—“Getting By”
Ruby lived with her parents nearby Briarbank Nursery: starting
there at 3 years 7 months. She was the first of two (later three)
children, her father was working, while her mother was at
home with the two children. With her nursery classmates Ruby
benefited from a well-developed environment, with particular
strengths in language and reasoning (7.0), adult-child interaction
(6.4), and programme structure (7.0) with an overall ECERS
score of 6.0. When Ruby moved to Briarbank Primary at 4 years
7 months, the collaborating nursery and primary 1 teachers saw
the value of starting school with a friend (Ladd, 1990) and she
was placed beside her slightly older nurturing friend Katie from
nursery. Ruby was a novice in the school classroom, although she
apprenticed herself to Katie (Rogoff, 1990) as had happened in
nursery and Katie continued to scaffold Ruby’s learning. Ruby
took some time to understand and play the role of a school child,
in contrast to Katie who was firmly school child from the start.

Every morning in Briarbank P.1 began with a “morning
workshop" —a time when children could choose how to spend
their time. The ECERS score was, like the nursery, an overall 6.0,
with a continuity of quality across the same three dimensions
of language and reasoning (7.0), adult-child interaction (7.0),
and programme structure (7.0). The nursery teacher and her
primary colleague had visited each other’s classrooms, taken time
to get to know each other and had shared information about the
incoming children.

By Primary 7 Ruby was still friendly with Katie, she had
developed a great sense of humour and together they undertook
the school video tour (ST.1) element of the study. Her P.7 teacher
wasn’t worried about Ruby’s move to secondary (TI.1), she
found her a “very bright, cheerful little girl.” In school work, her
strengths were her language work, with good spelling and a good
imagination for storey writing. Ruby’s general knowledge was
noted to be very good (T1.2), and although capable in Maths, she
lacked a bit of confidence and was reported as “tending to sit back
and not push herself.” Similarly there had been letters home about
the importance of getting homework done: her teacher reported
that “she can, but doesn’t: sometimes homework is incomplete.” At
11 years 7 months she started with a number of her classmates at
the very big Briarfield Secondary School. When completing the
Adolescent Coping Scale either side of transitions to school Ruby
rates herself in general terms as a productive coper, solving issues
herself or in reference to others.

At each transition Ruby’s wellbeing initially improved (CST
2a) (Diagram 2) though in early primary it had dropped by the
end of the school year, whereas her attainment dropped on school
start and rose by the school year end. Despite such fluctuations
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DIAGRAM 2 | Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 2 – ‘Getting By’.
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wellbeing and attainment went upwards overall in the years from
nursery to senior 1 with wellbeing (upward) and attainment
(downward) consistently across the two major transitions (CST
2b), but quite disparate when considered withinmajor transitions
(CST 2c). Overall she achieved an upward attainment trajectory
in her 14 years educational journey (CST 2d). Her overall
attainment in relation to the rest of the focal group is low (2nd
attainment quartile) but it is a personal upwards trajectory which
at 393 T-UPS is slightly above the national average for her year
(Table 5). Ruby stayed on all through school, leaving at the end
of S6. One third (n = 45) of the cohort (n = 150) were in the
youngest quartile on starting school—Ruby was among the very
youngest of this group and there is evidence in her trajectory
through school that, although she “grew into herself ” as a warm,
funny and engaging person, school was always a bit of an effort:
her attainment and wellbeing trajectories place her in the “getting
by” quartile.

Post school she worked, but planned to go back to study with
the intention of improving her grades. Her case raises many
questions about the timing of school start which are addressed in
the discussion, she maintained her sunny personality throughout
and this outlook helped her to “get by" —it is worth reflecting on
whether she might have had a different educational journey had
she started school the following year. Ruby’s combined English
and Maths attainment trajectory shows progress over time. She
had a certain happy-go-lucky approach to life and to school:
“Getting By” characterises her approach accurately.

Case Study 3—Persevering

Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 3—“Persevering”
Steven had a happy year at Greenbank Nursery School. He
was 4½ at school start when he moved on to Hilltop Primary
School with numbers of others from his nursery, and later
with most of the class group to Fernbank Secondary at 11½,
continuing on until S6. He was the first of two children, his
mother was at homewith the baby and his father worked fulltime.
A cheery wee boy, Steven had been a very premature baby and
was currently going to speech and language therapy. Although
Steven’s comprehension was good and he was imaginative in
his play, in nursery he struggled to have people understand
what he was trying to say, but this didn’t seem in any way to
intrude on his relationships with others where he engaged easily
and was particularly keen on block play, creating circuits and
obstacle courses with other boys in their self-formed groups
often outside. His parents were vexed about what would be
right for Steven and considered whether he would be well-
served by his entitlement to a further year in nursery and
how he might cope in primary school. They took the decision
for Steven to start school with his nursery group, though
he was just 4½, feeling the nursery supported and prompted
their decision.

The tremendous nursery choice, range of experiences and
freedom of movement was not replicated in primary school:
apart from lunchtime the P1 children only left the classroom to
go to the gym, the toilet or out at playtime. In P1 a sedentary
uniformity was built into the day and yet because of their
different starting points, the inexperience of their teacher in P1
and the children’s dispositions, each experienced it differently. At

Greenbank the staff were strong on interaction (6.0), language
and reasoning (7.0) (ECERS overall 6.4) and this supported
Steven well. In Hilltop P1 interaction (4.8) and language and
reasoning (4.0) (ECERS overall 4.3) was much less engaging.
Steven’s poor articulation remained a concern and it was
thought it might be symptomatic of other issues so it became
important to explore his engagement with print and capacity
to interpret meaning. The potential for early identification was
taken seriously in Hilltop Primary and turned out to be a lasting
benefit to Steven who was diagnosed by a specialist learning
support teacher as dyslexic.

During both the transition to primary school and the
subsequent transition to secondary school Steven’s wellbeing
and attainment dropped (CST3a) (Diagram 3). His initial dip
in wellbeing on starting primary began to climb by the end of
the school year, but Steven stayed below the focal group mean
until P7 when his coping score rose to 1.25 standard deviations
above the mean before dropping by 2.75 standard deviations on
transition to secondary, dipping 1.5 standard deviations below
the focal group mean. Although in P7 he reports a loss of
confidence and worries about whether he will be able to keep
up in secondary school, he is a productive coper. Steven’s teacher
(T1) described him as a quiet diligent boy who was well-behaved
and polite. Finding he tries, she did not see him as a high flyer.

During self-completion of the Adolescent Coping scale he
focuses on being dyslexic and what this means for transition
to secondary: as a problem solver Steven’s main strategy is
to make sure people know. Across the two major transitions
his wellbeing and attainment both drop (CST3b) but for
attainment this is a very slight drop as he moves from Nursery
to P1. Aligning wellbeing and attainment in relation to each
other (CST3c) within each transition at P1 Steven’s combined
trajectory in English andMaths diverge, but move closer together
once transition has passed, while at P7-S1 both wellbeing and
attainment fall.

Steven’s persevering disposition and warm personality serve
him well and by school leaving in S6 his combined attainment in
English and Maths had moved from being a consistently below
average profile to just over one standard deviation above the
mean for the focal group. When all other subjects are factored
in, in relation to the group he maintains a score one standard
deviation above the mean (CST3d): his combined English and
Maths score sits at 197 UPS, he earns 445 UPS for his other
subjects resulting in a total UPS score of 642, above the national
average tariff score of 497 for those leaving with Highers and
resulting in an offer for university: his perseverance pays off.

Case Study 4—Flying High

Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 4—“Flying High”
Ernie was the older of two children, at the time his mother was
at home caring for the baby and father was working full time.
He was 5 years 1 month starting school, after a year of part-
time nursery at Valley Nursery School where he involved himself
in all available learning opportunities. Ernie particularly enjoyed
being part of the small group with his key member of staff and
contributed well at storey times and in group and self-chosen
activities. In the weeks before nursery ended he spent some time
every day making a Mr. Men book, he played orally with words
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DIAGRAM 3 | Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 3 – ‘Persevering’.
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DIAGRAM 4 | Case Study Trajectories (CST) Diagram 4 – ‘Flying High’.
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and numbers, and had a special relationship with Mollie who
was his best friend. Mollie was younger, but an active learner,
and she often challenged Ernie’s ideas as they enjoyed playing
together and negotiating what they would do next. Ernie was
a particularly numerate child, evidenced by a skill and speed
in addition and subtraction, his knowledge of number word
sequences and his capacity to play with number ideas and pose
questions (home based assessment interview). On the ECERS
profile Ernie’s nursery had a higher average score in June (6.3)
than his new primary class did in September (4.7).

He and Mollie were the only children from Valley Nursery
School going to Grantown Primary School but unlike Ruby in
Case Study 1, he was separated from Mollie who was placed in
the parallel P1 class on a basis of age. For a while he looked
lost and displaced and sought reassurance: constantly checking
everything he was asked to do, and although this was recorded in
his Christmas time summary, it was not addressed in any obvious
way by his teachers. He brought this mathematical know-how to
school but this was not picked up and he simply conformed and
completed the Maths workbooks of the time with great ease and
without question. In P1 groupmeetings with the researcher at the
end of his first year in school, faced with a choice about what to
do, Ernie said “Well I’d really like to draw a train going through
a tunnel, but it’s a bit hard, so I’ll just do sums instead.” He
proceeded to write challenging numerical problems, talk about
them and solve them, going on to achieve his drawing challenge
as well. Ernie moved school in P4 as the family had a house
move. He continued in the study and at the primary-secondary
transition he completed holiday diaries and a Transitions Journal
that provided a detailed account of the summer before school,
recording that he was excited, anxious and curious about what
Secondary School would be like, in discussing the move with
friends he confided that his friends said “It’ll be fun and they can’t
wait. They don’t say what they are worried about.” Thinking about
himself as a learner Ernie says “I think I am a good learner and I
learn quickly. When I am learning something new I am curious
about it and look forward to it.” He continued with the study for
the lifetime of the primary-secondary transitions group.

Ernie’s early learning in nursery went at a gentle pace,
he developed relationships but lacked confidence despite a
continuously upward attainment trajectory. There are visible dips
and recorded anxieties around transitions, as shown in the two
rounds of the ACS gauging coping strategies: in round one at
the end of P7 he comes out as a coper who problem solves and
refers to others as and when needed. By the time he has navigated
the transition to school, he has withdrawn from seeking so much
help from others, still problem solves but is inclining to a less
productive approach.

Throughout his educational journey Ernie’s wellbeing
fluctuates, rising in both early primary and early secondary once
transition is accomplished (CST 4a) (Diagram 4), while his
attainment drops at each major transition although remaining
above the mean (CST 4a). The plotted wellbeing and attainment
trajectories across major transitions (CST4b) are disparate and
when considered together at major transitions do not align
(CST4c) with wellbeing downwards overall in the move from
nursery to primary 1, disparate during the primary-secondary
transition and fluctuating over the six timepoints assessed

from Nursery to Senior 1. Despite these odds Ernie’s combined
attainment (CST4d) in Literacy/English and Numeracy/Maths
from nursery until school leaving starts at the mean and apart
from the dips in attainment recorded in both the P1 and S1
assessments, rises 2.5 points above the mean. Ernie’s Universal
Points Scores in English and Maths (338), other subjects taken
(735), and overall total (1,043) are each the highest among
the focal group children, and are 25% above Scottish national
averages of the time for those leaving with Advanced Higher.
In comparison to his recorded starting point in nursery he flew
high by the end of his school career, exceeding expectations. His
destination notes record a place at University.

DISCUSSION

On the Margins, Persevering, Getting By, or
Flying High?
By considering both quantitative and qualitative data it has
been possible to present the focal children’s educational journeys
through standardised trajectories of attainment and wellbeing
illustrated by four case studies. While the four examples given are
representative of four attainment groupings, it is the variability
of their profiles and common ground between them that raises
questions about the relationships between wellbeing, attainment,
and transitions. Individual person characteristics such as
reticence, humour, diligence, and anxiety contribute to how
individuals experience their world. Bronfenbrenner categorises
person characteristics into demand (e.g., age or gender), resource
(e.g., past experiences, ability, and material resources such
as family’s economic situation), and force characteristics (e.g.,
temperament, dispositions) (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998).
Such characteristics also influence the interactions between
individuals, including the proximal processes involved in the
social practices of learning and teaching in classroom contexts.
Such characteristics may be predictive or indeed protective.
Could Cathy’s quiet disposition, ways of coping and need for
affirmation through teachers and friends have been predictive
of the bullying which in her view pushed her further to
the margins than she could tolerate? Might a later school
start (Graue et al., 2003; Dee and Sievertsen, 2015) have
been helpful for each of Cathy, Ruby and Steven who were
equally young starting school? Ruby gets by through humour,
positive connections between school environments, sustained
peer scaffolding through friendship, teachers who took time to
know her well and the resulting personal agency. For Steven,
his diligence and perseverance in the face of learning challenges
and the self-awareness that brought, combined with steady
friendships and the school “know-how” he acquired, to help him
succeed against the odds. For Ernie, he seems to succeed despite
school: a highly numerate child with capacities that put him in
a small percentage of children who are developing the skills he
was by age six (Bobis et al., 2005), yet this was not recognised
by his teachers. For Ernie the anxiety of not being recognised as a
learner early on changed over time and by transition to secondary
his knowledge of himself as a learner sustains and supports him
as a high achiever.
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Variability in Outcomes Influenced by
Person, Processes, and Educational
Contexts Over Time
The nature of each person’s journey through school may vary
considerably from her/his peers: this variationmay be interpreted
through other factors, e.g., relationships, school environment,
individual choice, individual characteristics, family dynamics and
their relationship with education, age, gender, ethnicity, and how
each informs a sense of self and identity as a learner. Given
such variation it is reasonable to think that the ways in which
children make the transition from early childhood into full-
time schooling is likely to have long lasting importance, and
may be mirrored in their next major vertical transition: from
primary to secondary schooling. Drawing from the literature,
in particular from longitudinal studies, such factors indicate
four major explanatory themes have a role to play in the study
and understanding of transitions: overall attainment, individual
characteristics, environment, and relationships. The nature of
classroom environments (Allen, 2018c, part 3), school climate
(Rudashill et al., 2018) and pedagogical wellbeing (Pyhältö et al.,
2010) during these critical educational transitions also emerge as
influential over time.

School Transitions—Explanatory Factors
It is likely there are many variables that can affect an individual’s
journey through education and their attainment up to the
point of school leaving: these may include, for example, family
aspiration, age of school start, teacher expectation, individual
capacity, the quality of pre-school education and its capacity
to offer the best possible start, the quality of primary and
secondary education, the home learning environment, the ways
in which relationships support learning, friendships, engagement
in school life, adaptation to the different culture of the school, the
learning environments, public policy, curriculum reform and its
enactment in school, transitions processes, and significant others.
The assertion in the literature of the time when the informing
study began, was that a good first transition set children up
for later school success and positive outcomes (Rimm-Kaufman
and Pianta, 2000; Pianta and Kraft-Sayre, 2003). This raises
the question of what is understood by positive outcomes.
These attainment and wellbeing findings have therefore been
complemented by a biographical approach to school experiences
and outcome expectations through surfacing the focal children’s
early learning trajectories, their assessment profiles throughout
the 14 years of study, their wellbeing profiles from nursery
through to secondary education and their later biographical
accounts, in the identification of key explanatory themes in the
transitions journey.

“Without studying the journey, we cannot identify the barriers,

the hazards thrown across the route, the signposts, sure or faulty,

clear or misleading, and the baggage that has been carried from

early in the trip or acquired along the way. Policy-makers are

expected to make a difference. That means understanding the

processes that make a difference. And that requires a video, not

a snapshot.”

(OECD, 2007,Quality and Equity of Schooling in Scotland p. 155).

The Role of Wellbeing and Attainment
Measures as Proxies for School Success:
Too Narrow a Concept?
Collecting data on children’s academic progress along this
journey provides one way of showing, through attainment
over time, if there are specific times or situations or personal
circumstances that influence this attainment. The core subjects
of Literacy/English and Numeracy/Maths, which are normally
studied by all children in some form throughout their mandatory
school experience, serve as a way of establishing the nature of this
journey and eventual academic outcomes upon school leaving.
The Literacy/English and Numeracy/Maths attainment data
presented in this paper are therefore justified as the consistent
academic threads for most children all the way through the
school system. It has been argued that to fully understand the
significance of such outcomes and the different contributions
to them, the children’s attainment trajectories over time need
to be understood in terms of the varied journeys toward such
outcomes and in the wider context of systems, achievements
and experiences. The range of school outcomes among the focal
children parallel the range of outcomes nationally at the time
of the study (Figure 3, Average Tariff Score of School Leavers,
adapted from Table 1, p. 5, Scottish Government, 2011, p. 5).

Although English andMaths are a core element of every child’s
school experience in Scotland, and are arguably the tools required
to unlock all learning, for many these are not the preferred
subjects. Even where individuals have limited success in these
subjects (Figure 2) they may shine in other areas of interest (e.g.,
Hannah in art and Chris inmusic). English andMaths are proxies
for school success, but are too narrow a proxy.

Study Limitations
Longitudinal study design most often involves teams of funded
researchers with the resource to embrace elements of study
design such as repeat measures at pre-determined periods of
time. That the present study is more organic in nature could be
understood as both a limitation or a strength. Further the volume
of data collected over time may generate too complex a data set,
demanding some process of data reduction or synthesis or meta-
analysis. It has been argued (Dunlop, 2020a) that a mixedmethod
approach informed by a bio-socio-ecological model suits well
for longitudinal research into educational transitions. A strength
of the present study is that the same group of participants is
involved at both the major transitions studied, and longitudinally
through education, however as the cohort is small, then it is
less easy or appropriate to draw inferences (Allen and Teacher
Workload Advisory Group, 2018) despite the use of stratified
sampling. Another challenge was to bring together disparate
forms of data and to argue the complementarity of approaches:
for example to record children’s attainment over time a balance of
teacher assessment and standardised test scores was used, while
for wellbeing over time, an instrument focusing on wellbeing in
early childhood was complemented by an instrument focusing on
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copingmechanisms, not directlymatched but argued to be a good
and age appropriate proxy for wellbeing in adolescence.

Finally the intimate knowledge held of a group of children, by
a single researcher, could be seen as highly subjective. This has
been acknowledged, and in the main study robust attempts to
balance the potential of researcher subjectivity by the perspectives
of children, parents and educators stands to strengthen the
reliability of the study design, while embracing the insights from
intersubjective work and addressing issues of trustworthiness,
generally understood in terms of credibility, transferability,
confirmability and dependability (Shenton, 2004).

The Impossibility of Separating Transitions
Experience From Wellbeing and Attainment
Presentation of data and findings from other aspects of the
study (Dunlop, 2020a), evidenced in the sample case studies
included here, combine with these attainment data to show the
role of changes at times of transition and whether transitions
are implicated in later school success. Attempts to close gaps
in attainment must stretch far wider than notions of academic
success tied to improving English and Maths scores. Politicians
across the UK have invested in for example Pupil Equity Funding
(Scotland), Pupils Premiums (England), bravely hoping to close
the attainment gap, but such approaches can fall short of taking
individual difference, cultural context, relationships and life
experience into account, failing to engage with and diverting
from what Becky Allen calls “things that might work somewhat
better” (Allen, 2018). The present study shows the individual
variability of the educational experience despite the common
affordances of education. In asking what constitutes a good
transition in education and whether it exists, the potential of a
focus on wellbeing and attainment during transitions aims to
help understand that variability of experience and its positive
or negative contribution. In readying children for transitions
an opportunity is opened up to create supportive networks and
relationships founded on trusting partnerships between school
sectors and with children and families, with the aim of bridging
children’s transitions through education in ways that enhance
wellbeing and consequently have the potential to impact on
attainment (Dunlop, 2020b).

“Vital to all of what we aspire to as a nation is our commitment—

my personal commitment—to raise the bar and close the gap

in education. All children and young people, whatever their

background or circumstances, deserve the same chance to reach

their full potential.”

(Foreword by the First Minister: Scottish Government, 2017,
p. 4).

This must translate into the refreshed curriculum narrative in
Scotland of “understanding the learners,” “knowing the big ideas,”
“being clear on practical approaches,” “using meaningful learning
networks,” and “knowing your own learning and support needs”
(The Scottish Government, 2019a).

This paper has highlighted the gaps experienced by children
as they move sectors in education, revealing highs and dips in
wellbeing and attainment, the value of friendships, the emphasis

made in practice on continuity and the similarities between
first and subsequent educational transitions, as sites for change.
As such, this article makes an important contribution toward
understanding whether the nature of a child’s early educational
transitions has any bearing on subsequent transitions, wellbeing,
attainment and school leaving outcomes.
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To date, little understanding exists of how first-year students in professionally oriented
higher-education (HE) programs (i.e., those that provide vocational education to prepare
students for a particular occupation) experience their academic transition process.
In the present study, we first argued how the constructs of academic adjustment
and academic integration can provide complementary perspectives on the academic
transition of first-year students in (professional) HE. Next, we examined what first-year
students in professional HE contexts perceive to be the most important experiences
associated with their academic transition process in the first semester of their first
year of higher education (FYHE). To this end, we adopted the fundamentals of the
critical incident technique and asked 104 students in a Flemish (Dutch-speaking
part of Belgium) university college (which offers professional HE programs, such as
nursing) to complete “reflective logs” with open questions at the start of the second
semester of their FYHE, wherein they reflected on three critical academic experiences
during their first semester. An inductive, cross-case content analysis of the collected
narratives showed that students reported on nine themes of academic experiences,
which relate to five adjustment themes (dealing with the organization of the study
program, organizing study work, committing to the study, following class and taking
notes, and processing learning content outside class) and four integration themes
(feeling competent, feeling stressed, feeling prepared, and feeling supported). Further
analyses showed that although some of the nine themes of academic experiences
appear to be more important at different times in the first semester, they all seem to
be meaningful throughout the whole semester.

Keywords: transition to higher education, professional higher education, academic adjustment, academic
integration, critical incidents, first-year experience

INTRODUCTION

In the last decades, the transition of students from high school to their first year of higher education
(FYHE) has received extensive research attention, as it is generally recognized that the first-year
student experience impacts important student outcomes, such as academic success and well-being
(Bowman, 2010; Gale and Parker, 2014). This transition for many students is challenging, not in the
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least because students are confronted with an array of new
academic requirements to which they must adapt (Credé and
Niehorster, 2012). Previous research has shown that a successful
transition necessitates effectively navigating academic challenges,
such as managing a high workload or developing new academic
skills (e.g., Trautwein and Bosse, 2017).

In this light, an increasing number of higher-education
(HE) institutions have developed guidance and support
initiatives to facilitate the first-year academic transition and
enhance subsequent student outcomes (Coertjens et al., 2017;
Harackiewicz and Priniski, 2018). Such interventions focus on
various aspects of the first-year student academic experience,
such as approaches to learning and perceptions of the teaching–
learning environment (Ruohoniemi et al., 2017), personal
development and well-being in the learning process (e.g., fear of
failure and self-doubt; du Preez and McGhie, 2015), or student
engagement (Hulleman et al., 2017). For the development of such
guidance and support initiatives, HE institution administrators
rely on guidelines based on empirical research.

However, the body of research on the first-year student
academic experience has focused on academically oriented
HE contexts (universities offering theoretical and scientific
education) and used predominantly quantitative research designs
(e.g., Baker and Siryk, 1984; Sheehan and Iarocci, 2019; Schaeper,
2020). Up till today, there has been little discussion about the
academic transition of students in professionally oriented HE
contexts (offering vocational education that prepares students for
a specific occupation). Nevertheless, students in this latter context
doubtlessly also encounter transition problems and perhaps
more so, considering the higher diversity in backgrounds of
students enrolling in professional HE compared with academic
HE contexts (Glorieux et al., 2014). Moreover, it is clear
that institutional differences might influence the academic
adjustment process of first-year students (e.g., Kember and
Leung, 2005; Torenbeek et al., 2013). One should thus not assume
that theoretical frameworks and instruments developed in
academic contexts can naturally be embedded in professional HE
institutions. This lack of research in professional HE contexts is
especially surprising because a significant number of adolescents
worldwide participates in professional HE (OECD, 2009). For
example, in Flanders (Dutch-speaking part of Belgium), 54.4%
of HE students attend a professional bachelor program (Flemish
Government, 2019).

Although the exact understanding and organization of
academic and professional programs might vary across countries,
academic programs are generally research-focused with a clear
emphasis on abstract, academic-related knowledge and its
development. Professional programs, on the other hand, have
an emphasis on work-based education with a strong focus on
the practical application of the study, adopting a curriculum that
emphasizes practical aspects and elements for the development of
skills and competence and includes extended phases of practical
experiences in the form of internships or work experiences
(Camilleri et al., 2014; OECD, 2019). Flanders, where this study
was carried out, like many other HE systems, such as Germany,
the Netherlands, Finland, Denmark, and Portugal, has a dual
HE system, wherein academic and professional HE programs

are offered at separate institutions. Flemish professional HE is
offered by university colleges, which organize programs that
are generally designed for learners to acquire more tailored
knowledge, skills, and competencies specific to a particular
occupation. Professional bachelor programs offer direct access
to the labor market and coincide with the Bologna first-cycle
programs (one cycle of 3 years; The Bologna Declaration, 1999).
In these vocationally oriented programs, theory and practice
are combined in educational practices, such as simulations,
working with real-life materials, and workplace learning settings
(e.g., long-term internships, machinery to repair, assignments for
translators, samples to analyze; Camilleri et al., 2014).

More vocationally oriented programs in professional HE differ
from academically oriented HE programs, which are offered
by universities. These latter programs provide theoretical and
scientific education, entailing subject matter that is more abstract
and often less practical than in professional education. Also,
the teaching speed is faster and more independent learning
is expected from students (van Rooij et al., 2017). Academic
bachelor programs typically prepare students for a master’s
program and correspond with the Bologna two-cycle programs
(bachelor and master’s, encompassing a total of 4 or 5 years).

The present study sets out to empirically explore how first-
year students in professionally oriented programs experience
their academic transition. The conceptual grounding of this
study is based on former research on the first-year students’
academic experience (albeit carried out in academic HE contexts)
and more in particular research on two intertwined umbrella
concepts central in the transition literature and which need
further investigation.

THE FIRST-YEAR ACADEMIC
EXPERIENCE IN ACADEMIC HE
CONTEXTS

In the transition literature, two “umbrella” constructs are often
adopted to describe and examine the nature of the first-
year academic experience, namely academic adjustment and
academic integration. Although these constructs are often used
interchangeably and have been described to be strongly related
(e.g., Richardson et al., 2012; Rienties et al., 2012; van Rooij et al.,
2017; Fematt et al., 2019; Larose et al., 2019; Veldman et al.,
2019), they stem from two different, rich research traditions,
which are outlined in the following paragraphs. We will explore
how both the academic adjustment and integration constructs—
within their respective (quantitatively oriented) traditions—
describe various aspects of the academic experience and how
they overlap, and we will argue how these constructs can provide
complementary perspectives on the academic transition.

Academic Adjustment: The Student
Adaptation to College Model
The academic adjustment construct can be traced back to
the long-established “Student Adaptation to College” (SAC)
model of Baker and Siryk (1984, 1986), which was based on
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a review of the literature considering adjustment to college.
The model postulates that the college experience is multifaceted
and comprises various “demands” that require a variety of
“adjustments” or “coping responses” from the individual (Baker
and Siryk, 1986, p. 32). According to Baker and Siryk, one such set
of demands occurs in the academic sphere of the HE institution.
It is then posited that academic adjustment is the extent to
which students adapt to these academic demands of the college
as reflected in four subdimensions: (1) motivation for being
in college and for doing academic work, (2) their engagement
with academic work, (3) the effectiveness of their studying and
academic efforts (e.g., trouble with concentration), and (4) the
satisfaction with the academic environment (Baker and Siryk,
1986; Credé and Niehorster, 2012).

Today, the SAC framework is still widely adopted to examine
freshmen’s academic adjustment to HE (e.g., van Rooij et al.,
2018; Larose et al., 2019; Sheehan and Iarocci, 2019) and
has proven its utility in, for instance, predicting to some
extent students’ study success (e.g., review study by Credé and
Niehorster, 2012). Nevertheless, the SAC framework has also
received severe criticism for its lack of a strong theoretical
grounding based on the paucity of information provided by
the authors thereupon (see Taylor and Pastor, 2007). Indeed,
the work of Baker and Siryk (1984, 1986) does not make
explicit which theories they relied on for their model. It remains
unclear, for instance, from where the four abovementioned
subdimensions of the academic adjustment construct originate.

Another observation is that the strong quantitative (cross-
sectional) focus in the SAC research tradition has generally led to
a neglection of the temporal and dynamic nature of adjustment
(Roland et al., 2016; De Clercq et al., 2018). Indeed, although it
was not explicitly described as such in the original works of Baker
and Siryk (1984, 1986), several scholars point out that adjustment
should be regarded as a process in which students attempt to
cope with the demands of the new environment (e.g., Anderson
et al., 2016; Coertjens et al., 2017; De Clercq et al., 2018; Larose
et al., 2019). In the present study, we explicitly acknowledge this
process-like character of academic adjustment.

Academic Integration: Student Attrition
Framework
The academic integration construct is conceptually rooted
in Tinto’s (1975) Student Attrition Framework, which was
developed deductively based on Durkheim’s (1950) theory of
suicide and Van Gennep’s (1960) theory of rites of passage.
Tinto’s model stipulates that a freshmen’s decision to drop out
or persist in his study is fundamentally based on his perceived
level of social and academic integration. Over the years, the
academic integration construct has acquired a central position
within the research on student retention (Braxton and Hirschy,
2005), while the construct has also been adopted in other fields of
transition literature, such as studies on the college experience of
international students (e.g., Jean-Francois, 2019; Spencer-Oatey
and Dauber, 2019).

Nevertheless, it has been pointed out that the original works
of Tinto (1975, 1993) did not provide scholars with a clear

definition of academic integration (Hurtado and Carter, 1997;
Braxton, 2000; Brunsden et al., 2000). According to Hurtado
and Carter (1997), this lack of theoretical clarity has led to a
variety of operational definitions of academic integration, which
reflect researchers’ various interpretations of the construct: the
effort or time spent in activities; students’ perceptions, reported
behaviors, and participation in specific activities; students’
satisfaction with aspects of the academic environment; objective
performance criteria; or a combination of these measures (p.
326). Furthermore, together with other researchers (Davidson
and Wilson, 2013; Lee et al., 2018; Tarazona and Rosenbusch,
2019), we observed that this conceptual disorientation regarding
the construct of academic integration is still present in
contemporary research, as recent studies consider different
subfacets when operationalizing academic integration.

For instance, Schaeper (2020) conceptualized academic
integration as encompassing four dimensions: (1) a structural
dimension, which refers to the individual’s self-perception of
meeting the standards of the HE institution; (2) a normative
dimension, which concerns the individual’s identification
with the normative structure of the academic system; (3) a
social academic dimension, which pertains to intracurricular
interactions between the individual and faculty; and (4)
a motivational academic dimension, which reflects the
identification of the individual with the major and their
enjoyment of studying. Another recent example is the work of
Ishitani (2016), who conceptualized academic integration by
including how often students (1) meet with faculty, (2) meet
with an academic advisor, (3) participate in study groups, and
(4) talk with faculty about academic issues outside of class.
Interestingly, these facets seem to partially overlap with the social
academic integration dimension in the framework of Schaeper
(2020). However, where Schaeper (2020) focused on the quality
of the student–faculty interaction (item example: “I feel accepted
by the instructors”), Ishitani (2016) focused on the number of
such interactions (how often they occur). As a last illustration,
the study by Veldman et al. (2019) takes a completely different
approach to conceptualizing academic integration, comprising
(1) knowing where to find and how to access university and
academic support services, (2) knowing how to prepare for
classes and exams, and (3) understanding and making use of the
university’s academic infrastructure.

This range of multidimensional conceptualizations and
operationalizations of academic integration has led scholars to
label academic integration as an “umbrella” term for exploring the
interrelation of the individual student with the academic system
of the HE institution (Clinciu and Cazan, 2014, p. 654; Bosse et al.,
2019, p. 1). Similarly, Davidson and Wilson (2013) formulated
“the terms academic and social integration have almost become . . .
categories by which to differentiate certain predictor variables [of
student retention]” (p. 339).

Academic Adjustment and Integration:
Two Complementary Perspectives
The scant initial definitions of academic adjustment and
integration, the vague theoretical groundings, and the multitude
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of interpretations of academic integration have obscured the
overlap of the “academic integration” and “academic adjustment”
constructs (see Table 1 for an overview of conceptualizations of
academic adjustment and integration as described in the above-
referenced studies), which are—as stated above—often used
interchangeably. However, in a study that interviewed several
experts in the field of transition research (Wolf-Wendel et al.,
2009), Tinto clarified that the concept of academic integration
should be regarded as an individual’s “sense of belonging” during
its transition to HE and that it is a “state of being” based on
the students’ perceptions of fit with their campus (Wolf-Wendel
et al., 2009). A sense of belonging, in the transition literature
can be understood as the psychological sense that one is a
valued member of the HE institution community (Hausmann
et al., 2007) and encompasses feelings of fitting in, acceptance,
and support from a group (Strayhorn, 2012). This follows the
earlier notion in the important work of Braxton (2000) that
“social and academic integration can be viewed as the psychological
consequence of interactions with the institutions’ systems” (p. 63).

This leads us to the theoretical distinction we make between
academic adjustment and academic integration. Recognizing the
theoretical guidance of several scholars (e.g., Anderson et al.,

TABLE 1 | Summary of conceptualizations of academic adjustment and
integration quoted in this study.

Academic adjustment

Baker and Siryk, 1984, 1986 - Motivation

- Engagement/effort

- Effectiveness of studying and
academic efforts

- Satisfaction with academic
environment

Academic integration

Review by Hurtado and Carter, 1997 - Effort or time spent in activities

- Students’ perceptions, reported
behaviors, and participation in specific
activities

- Students’ satisfaction with aspects of
the academic environment

- Objective performance

- Combination of the above

Schaeper, 2020 - Self-perceptions of meeting the
standards of the HE

- Identification with the normative
structure of the academic system

- Quality of the student–faculty
interaction

- Identification of the individual with the
major and enjoyment of studying

Ishitani, 2016 - Quantity of student–faculty interaction

Veldman et al., 2019 - Knowing where to find and how to
access university and academic
support services

- Knowing how to prepare for classes
and exams

- Understanding and making use of the
university’s academic infrastructure

2016; De Clercq et al., 2018; Larose et al., 2019), but remaining
close to the initial theory of Baker and Siryk (1984), we consider
academic adjustment as a process of adaptation of behavior and
attitudes that may or may not enable a student to effectively
meet the various academic demands encountered in the first
semester of their FYHE. In accordance with Tinto (as cited
by Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009) and Braxton (2000), academic
integration is considered as the psychological outcome of the
academic adjustment process at a certain point in time. This state
of being is based on students’ perceptions of experiences within
the academic sphere, reflecting their perceived fit with the new
HE environment and comprising components, such as feeling
supported, competent, prepared, or related to the chosen study.

In this view, academic adjustment and integration provide
two complementary perspectives on the first-year academic
experience: one that describes the active adaptation of behavior
and attitudes as demanded by the HE environment (adjustment)
and one that focuses on the psychological state of being that
results from an individual’s perception of fit with the new HE
environment (integration).

Reconsidering the First-Year Academic
Experience From the Students’
Perspective
Notably, conceptualizations and operationalizations of academic
adjustment and integration in the abovementioned two research
traditions seem to have become disconnected from the actual
student experiences as reported by first-year students. Firstly, the
SAC model was developed based on a literature study of SAC. It
is, however, unclear how the framework offers a comprehensive
picture of the first-year academic experience, as the authors do
not detail where the discerned subfacets stem from or on what
basis they were created. Secondly, in the last decades, scholars
have given various interpretations of academic integration,
focusing on different aspects of the academic experience when
conceptualizing the construct (see Table 1 for illustrations). This
raises the question of which experiences are most important
according to students themselves in the process of adapting to
FYHE and, therefore, essential when conceptualizing adjustment
and integration.

Recently, several studies have again given voice to the
first-year university student by qualitatively examining which
student experiences they perceive to be at play during the
transition period and, in doing so, identifying important facets
and subfacets of the adaptation process. Trautwein and Bosse
(2017), for instance, explored the first-year student experience
by examining challenges (adjustments) that university students
perceive as critical for a successful transition to HE. Their
interviews with 25 students revealed 946 text segments that
referred to critical incidents reported by the students. These
narratives were categorized into 32 different critical student
experiences, which the authors subsequently clustered into
four dimensions: content-related, personal, organizational, and
social requirements. Trautwein and Bosse (2017) suggested that
the content-related, personal, and organizational dimensions
were subdimensions of a higher-order academic integration
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dimension, which we will further describe here. The content-
related dimension refers to experiences such as meeting curricular
demand and pace, developing academic skills, and identifying
performance and assessment standards. The personal dimension
comprehends requirements such as scheduling learning activities,
finding a mode of learning, or managing the workload. The
organizational dimension encompasses, for instance, coping with
the quality of teaching and learning, dealing with assessment
conditions, or coping with formal regulations.

De Clercq et al. (2018) used semistructured interviews
conducted in two steps with 17 freshmen from a university
science department to unveil the constructs relevant to the
student’s adjustment process and examine the dynamic interplay
over time. The researchers identified four student themes
important in the adjustment process (readiness, reaching
personal goals, fighting an overwhelming program, and
becoming a self-regulated learner), which they rooted in
Nicholson’s (1990) Transition Cycle model. The first theme,
readiness, concerns student experiences related to their perceived
preparation regarding the necessary information, knowledge,
and skills when entering HE. The reaching personal goals theme
incorporates central constructs in the adjustment process that
are essential for student’s success. It includes students’ feelings
of competence (feeling confident in their abilities to succeed)
and feelings of relatedness to their study (seeing value/relevance
of or being passionate about the courses). The third theme
includes student experiences regarding the heavy workload, the
fast work pace, and the difficulty of course content and describes
the central role of behavioral engagement in the adjustment
process. Finally, the theme of becoming a self-regulated learner
reflects the necessity of adopting a highly effective strategic
management of their study program, which entails students
being selective as to which courses to allocate their effort and
adopting a flexible and selective way of learning. Furthermore,
De Clercq et al. (2018) pointed out that complex relations
exist between these uncovered constructs. For instance, they
revealed that in this specific context and to succeed, a student
both needs to carry out a certain quantity of work (behavioral
engagement) in combination with good quality of that work
(cognitive engagement).

These recent qualitative in-depth studies highlight the
importance of various constructs in the first-year student
academic experience, which can be related to several prevailing
theories in transition literature. The results of the qualitative
studies show, for instance, that first-year students report
experiences related to their behavioral engagement (Fredricks
et al., 2004; Christenson et al., 2012), self-regulation (e.g., Schunk
and Zimmerman, 2012; Schunk and Greene, 2017), cognitive
processing (Asikainen and Gijbels, 2017; Vermunt et al., 2017),
and self-beliefs (e.g., Schunk, 1991; Bong and Skaalvik, 2003).

THE PRESENT STUDY: THE UNIVERSITY
COLLEGE STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

The qualitative research summarized above was carried out in
academic university contexts. A similar examination of students’

perceptions of the first-year academic experience in professional
HE contexts, however, has not been conducted. Nevertheless, it
is conceivable that university college students’ perceived realities
of the academic transition are dissimilar from those of students
in academic HE contexts. Firstly, in professional HE, the influx
of students is more heterogenic than in academic HE. Indeed,
students entering professional HE programs more often have
technical or vocational prior education backgrounds and more
often have encountered a study delay (Glorieux et al., 2014).
Secondly, several lines of research have suggested that differences
in learning environments might impact the freshmen’s academic
adaptation process. For instance, it has been found that more
activating learning environments result in higher levels of student
engagement and learning (Umbach and Wawrzynski, 2005) and
facilitate the development of good teacher–student relationships
(Kember and Leung, 2005). Other research has demonstrated
that the organization of the curriculum might also influence the
first-year academic experience. In this light, Torenbeek et al.
(2013), for example, found that a larger number of scheduled
lectures in a study program led to lower class attendance and
time spent on self-study. As detailed in the section “Introduction,”
the learning environment in professional HE contexts differs
from that in academic contexts. Both contexts have different
aims and expectations of students and oftentimes differ in their
institutional organization. Therefore, we believe an examination
of the first-year student academic experience in professional HE
programs is warranted.

In this study, we examine which academic experiences
students in professional HE perceive to be the most important
in the first semester of HE. We thus do not aim to make
a clear-cut comparison of the academic transition between
academic and professional HE contexts; rather, we give voice
to the large group of first-year university college students by
investigating their perceptions of the first-year student academic
experience. Furthermore, we explicitly acknowledge the dynamic
and temporal character of the transition process (e.g., Coertjens
et al., 2017; Larose et al., 2019) by examining how these
experiences occur over time. Hence, we have discerned the
following research questions:

RQ1: What do first-year students in professional HE contexts
perceive to be the most important experiences in their academic
transition process during the first semester of their FYHE?

RQ2: How do the unveiled key academic experiences (RQ1)
occur over different periods in the first semester of the FYHE?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
In this study, first-year students from 14 different study
disciplines, such as nursing and social work, from a large
(N > 12,000) Flemish university college participated. In order
to pursue maximum variation in our qualitative data collection,
we adopted a specific purposive sampling procedure (Cohen
et al., 2011). In a first step, in November 2017, all students from
the Dutch study disciplines in the HE institution (N = 3,225)
completed questionnaires mapping out several aspects of
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their transition experience: self-efficacy, self-concept, emotion
regulation, and social and academic adjustment. A considerable
amount of literature has substantiated the relevance of these
constructs in the prediction of important student outcomes,
such as study success and well-being (e.g., Gratz and Roemer,
2004; Richardson et al., 2012; Buriæ et al., 2016). Based on
the mean scores of the five variables, we explored whether we
could identify distinctive student profiles using a latent profile
analysis (Magidson and Vermunt, 2004). For this analysis, we
only examined data from students who indicated that they had
no previous experience with HE and who gave their informed
consent (N = 2,168). As seen in Supplementary Appendix A, we
were able to discern two moderate-sized groups [high (n = 727)
and low (n = 346)] and one large middle group (n = 1,095). The
low group represented students who reported particularly low
scores regarding the five aspects of transition during their FYHE,
while the high group reported high levels on these measures.

Respondents from these latter two distinct profiles
(individuals of whom we could expect more outstanding
transition experiences) who indicated that they wanted to
participate in follow-up research (n = 939; high transition profile:
n = 642; low transition profile: n = 297) were invited to take
part in the qualitative data collection. Eventually, 104 students
completed a reflective log at the start of the second semester of
their FYHE (February 2018) in which they reflected on their
experiences in the first semester. The sample consisted of 89
(86%) female and 15 (14%) male students. Furthermore, 81 (78%)
respondents showed a high transition profile, while 23 (22%)
students from the sample were classified as in the low transition
profile group. The mean age of the respondents was 18.3 years.

Data Collection
Inspired by the work of Trautwein and Bosse (2017), we adopted
the fundamentals of the critical incident technique (CIT) for
our data collection. The CIT, developed as an interview method
(Chell, 2004), is recognized as an effective exploratory tool
to collect self-reported experiences of essential real-life events
(Butterfield et al., 2005). According to Flanagan (1954), a critical
incident is a crucial event that makes a significant contribution—
positively or negatively—to a certain phenomenon. In the present
study, the basics of CIT were used to explore events that students
perceived to be essential for their lived first-year academic
experience during the first semester of their FYHE.

With the aim of eliciting critical incidents from a large
number of students, we developed a paper-and-pencil reflective
log (Supplementary Appendix B), which the respondents
completed at the beginning of the second semester. In this
log, we asked students to reflect upon the first semester and
describe three experiences that they perceived for themselves
to be critical regarding their academic adjustment to the new
learning environment using open questions. These instances
could be positive or negative but must have had an impact on
the student. To map out experiences over a longer period—
and in doing so acknowledging the process character of
academic adjustment—a timeline was incorporated into the
logs, which covered the complete first semester (September
2017 to January 2018). This timeline was divided into three

time frames (Supplementary Appendix B), and students were
requested to write down one critical incident for each period
(thus, three critical incidents in total). According to Chell
(2004), using such a timeline in CIT can be a “visual
aid serving several purposes: it focuses attention, enables the
interviewee to relax, jogs the memory and enables the researcher
to get a sense of the nature and chronology of any critical
events” (p. 48).

To ensure that students from all study disciplines would
have the opportunity to participate in the data gathering, six
time slots were organized at the institution at well-chosen time
points in the first week of the second semester. Respondents
watched a detailed 10-min instruction video before completing
the log, which provided all participants with standardized
instructions. Furthermore, the log was also accompanied by
written instructions. Informed consent was obtained from all
respondents and participating students had a chance to win
a 100 EUR coupon.

Analysis
NVivo software (v. 12.0 and 12.5) was used to code the data
from the digitalized reflective logs. To classify the reported
text segments into relevant themes (RQ1), a cross-case content
analysis was undertaken (Krippendorff, 2004). In the first phase
of this analysis, conforming to the CIT literature, we adopted
an inductive open-coding approach to make a first abstraction
of the critical incidents (Flanagan, 1954; Chell, 2004). For each
of the reported critical incidents, the entire text segment was
allocated to one or more pertaining codes, which resulted
in a transparent overview of the data. This task was carried
out by the first author. Subsequently, the emergent codes and
corresponding text segments were thoroughly discussed with the
second and third authors, and the need for redefinition and the
development of additional (sub)categories in the coding scheme
were identified. In this step, the concordance of our coding
scheme with several prevailing theories in transition literature
was extensively deliberated. However, the categorization of the
reported experiences primarily relied on the commonalities
between experiences we uncovered in the data and the focus
the participants articulated in their text segments. In the second
phase of the analysis, the first author modified the initial,
tentative (sub)codes in the coding scheme, after which a second
pass through the original data occurred. This second round of
classification was again followed up by a discussion between
the three authors. This iterative process of adaptation, inductive
coding, and discussion was repeated two more times before
the three authors reached a consensus on the allocation of text
segments to codes.

To examine the trustworthiness of the resulting main themes,
an independent coder recoded 15% of the reflective logs (16 of
104 logs; 48 of 312 narratives) in isolation, after which intercoder
reliability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa (Landis and Koch,
1977; Campbell et al., 2013). For all main themes, Cohen’s Kappa’s
ranged from 0.866 to 0.998, indicating high to nearly perfect
intercoder reliability (Landis and Koch, 1977). In a post hoc
discussion, the independent coder had no suggestions for any
additional adjustments to the coding scheme.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 February 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 577388120

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-577388 February 18, 2021 Time: 21:52 # 7

Willems et al. Entering Higher Professional Education

Finally, the cross-case approach was extended to investigate
how the key academic experiences occurred over the three (see
section “Data Collection”) discerned periods in the first semester
(RQ2). Hereto, we created a frequency table at the level of
the reported critical incidents, wherein references regarding key
academic experiences were presented per theme per time frame.

RESULTS

Themes of Critical Academic
Experiences
The content analysis, which was based on the commonalities in
the individual students’ narratives, resulted in the identification
of nine main themes of experiences that students perceive
to be critical in their academic transition process, and which
can be placed under the umbrella terms academic adjustment
and academic integration—as delineated in the theoretical
framework. Regarding academic adjustment, or the active
adaptation of behavior and attitudes as demanded by the HE
environment, we unveiled five main themes of experiences: (1)
dealing with the organization of the study program; (2) organizing
study work; (3) committing to the study; (4) following class
and taking notes; and (5) processing learning content outside
class. The academic integration umbrella (i.e., the psychological
state of being that results from an individual’s perception of
fit with the new HE environment) comprehends four main
themes of experiences: (6) feeling competent; (7) feeling stressed;
(8) feeling prepared; and (9) feeling supported. In what follows,
the nine main themes and their underlying subthemes are
discussed (an overview of themes, subthemes, and the number of
respondents referring to these pertaining themes is presented in
Supplementary Appendix C).

Dealing With the Organization of the Study Program
(n = 68)1

The first main theme under the academic adjustment umbrella
includes experiences related to students coping with the way
their HE study program is organized. It describes characteristics
of the HE learning environment for which respondents do
not hold themselves accountable, as they are inherently linked
to the university college system with its specific conditions,
planning, and expectations. These characteristics, however,
provide situations and difficulties to which students must adapt.
While some respondents provided a brief narrative of adapting
to the characteristics below, others elaborated on how such
characteristics affected their functioning or how they tried to
overcome the difficulties (e.g., putting in extra effort or better
self-regulating).

A first characteristic of the HE learning environment,
on which 30 of the 104 students reported, was dealing
with the mounting quantity of work in their new learning
environment. The following student, for instance, described how
she experienced a heavy workload and struggled to efficiently
self-regulate (“Organizing Study Work,” see next paragraph):

1This theme was reported by 68 of the 104 respondents.

The group assignments and tasks piled up quickly! I had to take
interviews, attend events, and do an internship. The pressure rises
and you are continuously working for school. Soon I lost track of
time and made misjudgments in my planning, but fortunately I
made all my deadlines. (45,F,H,T2)2

Furthermore, students needed to adjust to the general planning
of the semester (n = 29). In this light, several students reported
adjusting to the modular system (and its high pace), class
schedules (e.g., long days, long free periods), numerous deadlines
close to each other, lengthiness of the examination period,
organization of the examination period (multiple exams planned
in 1 day), the large number of practical exercises (which take
away study time), and unexpected changes in the planning
of the semester.

In the beginning, I had difficulties with the long course days.
Following classes until 7:30 pm or sometimes even 9:30 pm had a
great influence on my daily routines, such as eating and sleeping.
Consequently, fatigue was a big problem for me. (82,F,L,T1)3

Regarding dealing with the organization of the study program,
students also emphasized coping with the expectations of teachers
and the new system of evaluation (n = 25). Indeed, several
respondents wrote that it was hard to determine what was
expected of them regarding the required level of knowledge and
skills. Others explicitly reported that they did not experience any
difficulties with this aspect of adjustment. Also, it was difficult
for some students to foresee what questions on the examinations
would look like and what was expected of them in more practical
learning tasks. In other words, students had to make sense of
expectations in the new learning environment.

I found the first exams stressful. I had no clue of what the questions
in higher education would be like since I didn’t get any intermediate
tests in my study program. (54,F,H,T3)4

Next to the aforementioned three facets, our analysis also
uncovered two less significant themes of critical experiences
related to the first main theme. Firstly, several students (n = 9)
stated they experienced difficulties in working with the online
student platform. Finally, some students were challenged by the
difficulty of certain learning tasks (n = 6).

Organizing Study Work (n = 65)
According to the respondents, the first-year transition also
demands adjustments regarding their self-regulation. This
second main theme includes student experiences on dealing with
executing three specific regulative tasks (i.e., planning, following
planning, and evaluating the learning process), but also includes
narratives that refer to cognitive self-regulation on a more
abstract level. The regulative task mostly mentioned (n = 42)
in the reflective logs was making a planning. In this subfacet,
experiences are included wherein students explicitly report to
(not) have made a planning. These narratives showed that many
students experienced difficulties with this.

245,F,H,T2 = respondent 45, female, high social and academic integration profile,
period 2 (end of October to beginning of December).
3T1 = September to October.
4T3 = beginning of December to January.
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The first weeks I had difficulties with planning assignments.
A calendar with a weekly schedule didn’t work for me since we have
lots of assignments and many of them are long term. I quickly lost
sight of these assignments. Gradually I experienced the downside
of my calendar. To keep an overview, I now work with a large
whiteboard. This way, I continually see what needs to be done. It
took me a few weeks to optimize this system. (80,M,H,T1)

One such difficulty often reported by respondents (n = 17)
was that they found it difficult to estimate how much time they
would have to spend on a task, for instance, how much time
it takes to process all the learning content for a specific exam.
Other students (n = 14) reported that, although they had made
a planning, this did not necessarily make them adhere to it. We,
therefore, considered the subfacet following the planning as a
second important regulative task.

During the preparation period for the exams and the exam period
itself, I experienced problems with planning. I found it hard to
estimate what I was going to do when. I made a planning, but barely
stuck to it. (24,F,H,T3)

A third regulative task noted in the data was evaluating the
learning process. Some students (n = 4) explicitly reported that,
during the first semester, they reflected upon their achievement
and their learning strategies (studying, planning) and altered
their methods based upon these reflections.

During this period, the exams of three courses [courses anonymized]
started. The results weren’t great. I failed two of the three courses.
Did I put too much time into my preparations? Did I memorize
TOO hard and too detailed? I thought so, and I lost hope for a
while... I needed to find a new study method. (76,F,H,T2)

While the aforementioned subfacets comprise experiences on
the level of specific regulative tasks, several respondents (n = 20)
also referred to self-regulation on a more abstract level. The
subfacet organizing oneself concerns whether students were able
to organize their learning without explicitly referring to a specific
regulative task. An illustration is provided by the following
respondent who described difficulties in “organizing himself ”
and concerning “keeping an overview”:

At the end of November, I again experienced many difficulties
organizing myself and keeping an overview of my assignments
and tests. I experienced an overflow of communication from the
instructors regarding the exams, tests, and assignments that were
approaching. I had difficulties processing it all. (96,M,L,T2)

Students also detailed dealing with subject matter efficiently
(n = 9), as they described how they made optimal use of their
time to perform well and making deadlines (n = 6), which could
be considered an outcome of (un)successfully organizing oneself.

Finally, students described experiences of keeping up with
their (study) work. In total, 35 students reported (not) keeping
up with their studies, detailing how they started on time
with study tasks, daily repeated learning content, worked
sufficiently during the semester, or rather procrastinated. It
was clear from the data, however, that this latter category
bears both an aspect of the students’ ability to self-regulate
as well as an aspect of students committing to their studies

(see the following section). Acknowledging this, we divided
the narratives from these 35 students into the overarching
themes organizing study work and committing to the study
based on what respondents focused on in their quotes (self-
regulation vs. behavioral engagement). In this light, narratives
from a smaller group (n = 6) on “keeping up” were coded
under “organizing study work.” For instance, the following
quote shows that this student’s “inability to keep up with her
work” principally centered around her inability to self-regulate
her learning:

In October and the beginning of November, I disregarded my theory
because the exams still seemed so far away. On intermediate exams
or tests, I didn’t score that well. Only later, I figured that in this
period I didn’t have a good method to plan, keep up with my work,
and prepare. (83,F,L,T2)

Committing to the Study (n = 63)
The third main theme comprises experiences regarding students’
commitment to their studies. It generally represents students’
behavioral engagement (effort) and motivation regarding a
variety of required tasks related to their study—or the lack
thereof. The first subfacet of this third main theme was already
mentioned in the main theme outlined above: keeping up with
the (study) work. Interestingly, the majority of students who
addressed keeping up in their narratives (29 from a total of 35)
focused on the behavioral engagement facet rather than on the
self-regulative facet, as illustrated by the following quote:

I had very long school days, which made that, once at home, I didn’t
feel like, and didn’t have the energy to keep up with my study work
and rehearse the learning contents. (93,F,H,T2)

This quote also further demonstrates the interrelatedness of
the nine unveiled main themes of first-year student experiences.
Indeed, it delineates how the organization of the study program
(first main theme, i.e., longer school day) influenced this student’s
commitment to her study.

A second facet of the commitment theme describes whether
students are motivated to, for instance, study or go to class
(n = 23). The quote of the following respondent exemplifies that
she was generally motivated to start her HE career:

I was very motivated to start. I knew I was going to have to work
for it, but that didn’t hold me back to want to go in full for it.
(59,F,H,T1)

Another subfacet that emerged from students’ logs (n = 23)
pertains to the extent to which students generally make an effort
to succeed or get good grades. Of course, one could argue that
students who keep up with their work (the first category of this
main theme) also make an effort for their study. This latter
category, however, comprises student reports that refer to effort
on a more general level or in a specific period. Indeed, students
who did not keep up with their work during the semester can still
make an effort to succeed.

During the preparation for my exams, I realized I was far behind
in my studies. My achievements up till now weren’t great (however
sufficient), and I didn’t master the learning content at all for the
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exams. The preparation period for my exams quickly became a
series of days in the library, working from 8 am to 8 pm. (79,F,L,T3)

In the context of committing to their study, students also
reported on whether they conscientiously went to (n = 15) and/or
prepared for (n = 11) class, as illustrated by the following quote
of a motivated student who kept up her work and attended
every class:

In the beginning of the semester, I was very motivated. Several times
a week, I went to the library to rehearse the learning content. I went
to every class and made clear notes during the classes. (4,F,H,T1)

Following Class and Taking Notes (n = 57)
Students following class and taking notes was a fourth major
theme of critical experiences associated with academic
adjustment. Several students (n = 15) described that they
struggled with the fast pace of classes, wherein a lot of
information is transferred, or specifically reported on adjusting
to the large class sizes (n = 6). Other respondents (n = 12) wrote
they experienced difficulties concentrating during classes (longer
classes, new distractions).

The lectures always take 3 h. For me, this was a big adjustment
to concentrate for such a long time. At the beginning of the class,
I was able to follow, but after about 50 min, I lost concentration.
Especially because, all of a sudden, laptops and smartphones are
allowed, I was distracted all of the time. After a short break, I was
able to concentrate for a while, but this concentration was gone
again after about 15 min. (100,F,L,T1)

Interestingly, many students (n = 41) specifically described
experiences related to taking notes in class. Most of these students
seemed to struggle with several aspects of note-taking, such as not
knowing what was important to note (n = 10) or not being able
to keep up during note-taking (n = 14). Several students noticed
afterward that the quality of their notes was not sufficient (n = 13).
Finally, eight respondents described having switched from taking
paper-and-pencil notes to taking digital notes on their laptop.

At the beginning of the academic year, I had trouble with how to best
make notes. For the course [course anonymized], in the first lessons
I made paper and pencil notes, but this became one big chaos. After
this, I switched to digital notes on my laptop, which enabled me to
work more efficiently and clear. (12,F,H,T1)

Processing Learning Content Outside Class (n = 43)
From the student perspective, studying the learning content in
HE involved adjustment as well. Firstly, several students (n = 31)
described experiences related to processing the learning content
on a more general level. Most of these students reported that they
struggled with studying or finding the right study method.

For me, it generally was difficult to process the learning content
of the lectures. I spent too much time summarizing the learning
content, but I didn’t or barely got anything out of that. (84,M,L,T1)

Next to the general difficulty with studying, students (n = 22)
also specifically referred to particular learning tasks during their
cognitive processing. In this light, students reported experiences
related to making schemes, structuring/ordering the learning

content, memorizing, and selecting important issues in the
learning content.

I found it difficult to select which issues were important and which
were rather side issues. Because of this, my summaries were very
wide-ranging. (57,F,H,T1)

Feeling Competent (n = 39)
This first main theme incorporated under the integration
umbrella incorporates experiences of students appraising their
capabilities and performances. Several students (n = 30) referred
to feelings of confidence about whether they could handle their
studies in general. They described wondering they were doing well
in their program or were in the right place. Such feelings were, for
instance, repeatedly associated with how respondents dealt with
failure or with feelings of lagging.

For the course [course anonymized], we had to write a summary.
Something that I never did before in high school. I worked hard
on this assignment and hoped for the best, but it came out that the
result wasn’t good at all. I was disappointed and had the feeling that
I wasn’t good enough for university college. (58,F,H,T2)

Other respondents (n = 12) described more specific feelings of
self-confidence related to successfully finishing particular courses or
learning tasks. For instance, the following respondent described
that she feared being unable to process the information of an
extensive study book:

In the beginning, I was very afraid of the course [course
anonymized] . . . They said that the PowerPoint slides weren’t
sufficient. I didn’t know how to organize myself and select the most
important elements out of the study book. The book counted 600
pages and I was really stressed out about that. (19,F,H,T1)

Feeling Stressed (n = 28)
Feelings of stress also emerged from the above excerpt (19,F,H,T1)
related to the respondent’s fear of not being able to process the
information. This provides another illustration of the complex
entanglement of themes of reported experiences. Indeed, we
noticed that many reported occurrences of stress were strongly
interrelated with how students felt they functioned as an HE
learner. For instance, the following student further illustrated this
association between stress and feeling competent by expressing
that he had “no stress” while he had “a good feeling” concerning
the upcoming exams, as he kept up with his study work:

At the start of the exams, I had no stress and a good feeling because
I had rehearsed the learning content of most courses earlier on. This
led me to get good grades. (28,M,H,T3)

Feeling Prepared (n = 20)
Several students described whether they felt prepared for their
new learning environment in HE by their prior education. Firstly,
students (n = 11) reported their secondary education provided
them with the necessary skills to function well in HE. These skills
enabled them to successfully make schemes, learn large amounts
of material, make a planning, or follow the class and take notes:

I received good preparation in high school. This helped me
find a proper attitude during classes (take notes) and at home
(summarizing, flipping the classroom). (66,F,H,T1)
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Secondly, students (n = 11) also described whether they
acquired important knowledge in secondary education, as
described by the following quote:

On the first day of school when I met my peers, it became very clear
to me that no one with my prior secondary education track would be
in my class and that everyone was somewhat more intelligent than
me. I noticed this especially in the first language classes where there
were a lot of references to learning content from past years that I
had not had. (1,F,L,T1)

Feeling Supported (n = 14)
A final theme we discerned in the data related to students’
feeling supported when they experienced difficulties during their
transition in the first semester of their FYHE. As stated in the
student reports, this support might originate from staff (n = 10);
externals, such as family (n = 3); and peers (n = 2).

In the middle of November, I had found my feet. There were courses
that were very difficult for me at first, but thanks to the help of
the instructors, everything went well. During the first semester,
I received a lot of help from my teachers, who guided me well.
(27,M,H,T2)

Occurrence of Key Academic
Experiences Over Time
In accordance with RQ2, we considered how the references
regarding different main themes of experiences were distributed
across the three periods distinguished in the reflective logs by
creating a frequency table at the level of the reported critical
incidents (Table 2).

Table 2 shows that, for most main themes, references
were not evenly distributed across the three periods. However,

TABLE 2 | References per theme per time frame.

Theme Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Total

Academic adjustment

Dealing with
organization of the
study program

30 37 33 100

Organizing study
work

20 31 35 86

Committing to the
study

27 30 34 91

Following class and
taking notes

48 11 4 63

Processing learning
content outside
class

13 17 27 57

Academic integration

Feelings of
competence

11 20 25 56

Feelings of stress 5 10 16 31

Feeling prepared 10 8 5 23

Feeling supported 8 5 3 16

Total 172 169 182 523

themes were also not exclusively related to a certain period.
Firstly, experiences concerning “following class and taking notes,”
“feeling prepared,” and “feeling supported” were mostly reported
upon at the beginning of the first semester (period 1: September
to October) and showed a decline in reporting toward the end
of the semester (period 2: end of October to the beginning
of December; and subsequently period 3: the beginning of
December to January). Secondly, the opposite trend can be
observed for the themes “processing learning content outside
class,” “feelings of competence,” and “feelings of stress,” which
seem especially critical at the end of the first semester when
students prepare for and take their exams. Finally, a constant
trend was apparent for the remaining three themes: “dealing
with the organization of the study program,” “organizing study
work,” and “committing to the study,” as experiences were more
evenly distributed. In sum, these observed trends in our data
provided first indication that the importance of the themes seems
to shift during the first semester, but for some themes more
than for others.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Given that an understanding of how first-year students in
professionally oriented HE programs experience their academic
transition process is lacking, the present study set out to give
voice on this matter from a large group of students. Our results,
based on 104 reflective logs that were completed by purposively
selected students from 14 different study disciplines, reflect
two main findings.

Nine Main Themes of Critical Academic
Experiences
Firstly, we unveiled nine main themes of academic experiences
that university college students perceived to be critical and
which can be regarded as central constructs that are at play
in the multifaceted academic transition process in professional
HE contexts: (1) dealing with the organization of the study
program, (2) organizing study work, (3) committing to the study,
(4) following class and taking notes, (5) processing learning
content outside class, (6) feeling competent, (7) feeling stressed,
(8) feeling prepared, and (9) feeling supported. Although for the
formulation of the main and subthemes we inductively adhered
to the contents respondents focused on in their logs, several of
these themes resonate with existing concepts in the transition
literature, such as self-regulation (e.g., Schunk and Zimmerman,
2012; Schunk and Greene, 2017), behavioral and motivational
engagement (Pekrun and Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012), cognitive
processing (Asikainen and Gijbels, 2017; Vermunt et al., 2017),
self-beliefs (self-concept and self-efficacy; e.g., Schunk, 1991;
Bong and Skaalvik, 2003), stress (Robotham and Julian, 2006;
Friedlander et al., 2007), feeling prepared by secondary education
(Torenbeek et al., 2010; Noyens et al., 2020), or feeling supported
(Tao et al., 2000). Our study thus corroborates the importance of
this specific set of constructs in the first-year academic experience
in professional HE contexts and provides rich descriptions of how
university college students perceive these concepts.
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On a higher level, the academic experiences incorporated
in the nine main themes could be categorized as two types
of experiences. Firstly, the first five themes cover experiences
regarding the active adaptation of behavior and attitudes as
demanded by the HE environment (Baker and Siryk, 1984;
Larose et al., 2019), which—according to our broad operational
definitions outlined in the theoretical framework—fall under the
adjustment umbrella. Secondly, the last four themes refer to
a psychological state of being that results from an individual’s
perception of fit with the new HE environment (Hausmann et al.,
2007; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009; Strayhorn, 2012), thus belonging
under the integration umbrella.

Interestingly, most of the main and subthemes we described
were also mentioned in the qualitative studies by Trautwein and
Bosse (2017) and/or De Clercq et al. (2018), which described the
academic transition in academic contexts. Although it is difficult
to make an exact comparison of the significance of our themes
relative to the academic HE context due to the differences in
study designs and reporting, some noticeable similarities and
differences with the findings of these studies merit highlighting.
For instance, in both academic and professional contexts, many
students experience difficulties adjusting to a heavier workload.
Trautwein and Bosse (2017), however, also emphasized the
fact that many students were challenged by the difficulty of
their subjects, while in our study, only a few university college
students reported struggling with this. Another striking aspect
of our findings in comparison with research in academic
contexts concerns the high number of students reporting on
following class and taking notes. Although this was touched
upon by respondents in Trautwein and Bosse’s (2017) study, our
results suggest that this theme is more important for university
college students.

Importance of the Main Themes Seems
to Shift Over Time
A second main finding of this study is that reports on the nine
uncovered main themes are not evenly distributed over the three
discerned periods in the reflective logs although every theme is
mentioned in every period. More precisely, three overall trends
were discerned in the data: (1) a declining trend in reporting
toward the end of the semester for “following class and taking
notes,” “feeling prepared,” and “feeling supported”; (2) an upward
trend in reporting toward the end of the semester for “processing
learning content outside class,” “feelings of competence,” and
“feelings of stress”; and (3) a constant trend in reporting across
the three discerned periods for “dealing with the organization of
the study program,” “organizing study work,” and “committing to
the study.” These results highlight the importance of considering
the dynamic character of academic transition (e.g., Roland et al.,
2016; Coertjens et al., 2017; De Clercq et al., 2018). We would
like to emphasize that our qualitative data do not allow for
inference to a larger population, as the sample is too limited.
The observed trends should, therefore, be interpreted with
caution. Nevertheless, our results do provide first indications
that although the different themes of academic experiences, in
general, seem to be more important at different times in the

first semester, they all appear to be meaningful throughout
the whole semester.

Reflecting on a Complex Entanglement
Between Constructs
An interesting reflection we made during the analysis is that the
different themes and subthemes of academic experiences (i.e.,
constructs at play during the academic transition to professional
HE) are strongly interrelated. In the “Results” section, three
such relationships were highlighted: (1) how the high quantity
of work in the study program was associated with a student’s
ability to effectively self-regulate her study work (45,F,H,T2;
p. 10); (2) how one student’s commitment toward his study
was negatively influenced by the long, exhausting school days
(93,F,H,T2; p. 12); and (3) how a student’s self-perceptions
might influence feelings of stress (19,F,H,T1; p. 14). Several
such detailed examples of how university college students
encounter specific and complex entanglements of themes of
academic experiences could be provided here. This observed
entanglement emphasizes that our classification of first-year
academic experiences should not mask the fact that students
encounter a complex web of challenges and experiences during
their transition to HE (Trautwein and Bosse, 2017; De Clercq
et al., 2018), and further corroborates the statement of Tinto
(2012) that transition is “a very complex, quite fluid situation that
need not be experienced in the same fashion by every student”
(p. 94). However, although our research design proved to be
valuable for its main purpose (identifying key constructs in first-
year students’ academic transition), we found it to be less suited
to further explore the entanglement of constructs, as we did
not specifically ask students to reflect hereupon; consequently,
students did not report on this consistently. Indeed, examining
the relationships between each pair of uncovered themes (and
subthemes) merits its own research question and was beyond the
scope of the present study.

Future Perspectives and Limitations
Our study brings to the fore nine constructs central in the
academic transition process in professional HE as perceived
by university college students. However, the observed
entanglement of themes, as mentioned above, corroborates
the conception of the transition process as an aggregation of
specific microprocesses—revolving around the nine central
constructs—that differ between individuals in their respective
situations (De Clercq et al., 2018). This reflection challenges
the idea that variable-centered quantitative study designs can
accurately capture the specific student experiences occurring
during the academic transition and thus, advocate for the use
of in-depth qualitative research methods when further grasping
the first-year students’ academic experience. Nevertheless, for
quantitative future research that aims to explore trends on a
larger scale in professional higher education, we endorse the
statement of De Clercq et al. (2018) that the student academic
adaptation process “cannot be seen as the sum of adaptive factors
but should rather be seen as a complex recipe where each ingredient
needs to be taken into account and accurately measured” (p. 84).
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In this light, our review of the literature demonstrated
that scholars adopt a variety of subfacets when interpreting
the academic adjustment and integration constructs and that
these terms are often used interchangeably (see Table 1 for
illustrations). Moreover, oftentimes, it is not explicitly clarified
on which theoretical basis the choice of a specific set of subfacets
rests. Firstly, our study provides theoretical clarity on what
we understand under integration and adjustment (see section
‘Academic Adjustment and Integration: Two Complementary
Perspectives’). Secondly, it provides a foundation for scholars
when conceptualizing and operationalizing the first-year student
academic transition in terms of (1) the active adaptation of
behavior and attitudes as demanded by the HE environment
and (2) the psychological state of being that results from an
individual’s perception of fit with the new HE. We argue that such
interpretations (covered subfacets) should, at least, incorporate
the respective constructs that were unveiled in the present
study, as they are perceived to be critical by first-year university
college students.

Another perspective for future research builds on the results
of this study that provide first indications that university college
students’ perceived realities of the academic transition might be
different compared with those of students in academic settings.
Indeed, although the same constructs are at play in both contexts,
the perceived importance of these concepts seems to differ—
as was mentioned above. Future research should further focus
on contrasting both HE contexts by using designs specifically
developed for this purpose. Such a design might, for instance,
take the form of the simultaneous deployment of the reflective
logs used in the present study in large samples of students in
both academic and professional HE contexts and subsequent
comparison of the data between these two groups.

When interpreting the findings of the present study, some
limitations need to be considered. Firstly, the data used in the
present study was self-reported and retrospective. Respondents
thus needed to rely on their memory to reconstruct earlier
processes, which might lead to a certain level of bias in the results
(e.g., Nisbett and Wilson, 1977; Pekrun, 2020). Future research
that adopts an online approach, where students are longitudinally
tracked throughout the first semester, might provide more
valid and reliable data and conclusions. It should, however,
be mentioned here that an important advantage of using the
critical incidents technique is that, even if collected accounts are
retrospective, respondents usually have a good recall of these
events since they are “critical” (Chell, 2004).

This study is also limited by the fact that it only considers
academic experiences in the first semester of FYHE, as it is
acknowledged that the first-year students’ academic transition
process is not finished after the first semester (e.g., Gale and
Parker, 2014; Coertjens et al., 2017). Thus, although many
scholars agree that first-year students are confronted with
academic challenges especially in the first semester of FYHE
(e.g., Clinciu, 2013; Martens and Metzger, 2017; Bowman et al.,
2019), it seems worthwhile to also consider students’ academic
experiences in professional contexts during the second semester
and into subsequent years. Finally, it should be pointed out
that students from the low transition profile and male students

are underrepresented in the present study. Indeed, in the HE
institution’s first-year student population, 32% of the students
were classified as in the low transition profile group and 35%
were male, while these proportions in our sample were—as
mentioned in the section “Materials and Methods”—only 22 and
14%, respectively.

Despite these limitations, the present study provides
administrators in professional HE contexts with some clear
handles and guidelines for the development of guidance and
support initiatives. We recommend that the design of such
initiatives should minimally comprise the nine main themes
of academic experiences described in this study, which are
perceived to be critical by first-year university college students.
Furthermore, HE administrators should also consider the
temporal aspect of the academic transition. More precisely, they
should determine which specific first-year students’ challenges
should be focused on at which moment in the first semester.
In this light, our results indicate that a guidance trajectory
should ideally start by focusing especially on students’ challenges
regarding “following class and taking notes,” “feeling prepared,”
and “feeling supported,” while the themes “processing learning
content outside class,” “feelings of competence,” and “feelings of
stress” might be covered somewhat later in the semester. “Dealing
with the organization of the study program,” “organizing study
work,” and “committing to the study,” on the other hand, should
be nourished throughout the whole semester.
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There is continued interest internationally in primary-secondary school transitions. Fourteen
literature reviews of primary-secondary transitions have been published over the last
20 years, however none of them have systematically analysed primary-secondary school
transition ontology, i.e., researchers’worldviews, theories/models and frameworks. This is a
major gap in these reviews and the papers published in this area; this is of concern as it is
difficult to trust the robustness of a study if its foundation, such as researchers’
conceptualisation of transitions, is not visible. Therefore, using the Evidence for Policy
and Practice Information and Co-ordinatingCentre (EPPI-Centre) approach, we undertook a
systematic mapping review, of empirical studies published internationally between 2008 and
2018. Our objectives were to explore researchers’ and research participants’
conceptualisation of transitions, the conceptual framework used by the researchers and
their discourse about transitions. Of the 96 studies included in this systematic mapping
review, most had not clearly defined transition, and even when conceptualisation was
explicit, it did not underline the research design or frame the findings. Most researchers
adopted previously used theoretical frameworks.These theoretical frameworks can be
beneficial; however, as the researchers did not adapt or develop them in the context of
transitions research, it limits a meta-theoretical understanding of transitions. Further, the
majority did not report study participants’conceptualisation of transitions. Similarly, a large
number of researchers adopted a negative discourse about primary-secondary school
transitions, with some using a mixed discourse and only two papers had a primarily positive
discourse. This systematic mapping review is original and significant as it is the first study to
provide a review of school transitions ontology and offers unique insights into the conceptual
and methodological gaps that international transitions researchers should address.
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INTRODUCTION

Internationally there is continued and increasing interest by
governments and researchers in how primary-secondary
school transitions in late childhood or early adolescence,
impact children’s educational and wellbeing outcomes
(Symonds and Galton, 2014; Jindal-Snape and Cantali, 2019;
Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). The timing of this ‘mid-schooling’
transition (Youngman, 1986) differs depending on the education
system: in two tier systems, such as in Scotland, children transfer
once from primary to secondary school, whereas in three tier
systems, such as in the United States, children transfer twice, from
elementary to middle or junior high school and then to high
school. Regardless of each country’s tier system, in all cases,
children transfer from primary education to secondary education
(Eurydice, 2018). We used the terms primary and secondary in
this review as well as the term mid-schooling transition, to create
a definition that holds across education systems internationally.

In the past two decades there have been at least 14 reviews of
empirical research on primary-secondary school transitions
(Anderson et al., 2000; Benner, 2011; Topping, 2011;
Hanewald, 2013; Hughes et al., 2013; Symonds and Galton,
2014; Cantali, 2017; Galton and McLellan, 2017; Pearson et al.,
2017; Evans et al., 2018; van Rens et al., 2018; Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020); and as books (Akos et al., 2005; Howe and Richards, 2011;
Symonds, 2015). In principle, they provide a solid evidence base
for researchers to build on. Only a handful of these are published
within the period 2008–2018 (Hanewald, 2013; Hughes et al.,
2013; Pearson et al., 2017 and meet Garrard (2016) criteria for
systematic reviews as identified by Jindal-Snape et al. (2020).
Although this map of the research skyline helps researchers build
upwards empirically, the field’s foundations have not yet been
systematically examined. As such, this leaves researchers without
a clear understanding of how primary-secondary school
transitions have been conceptualised. The current study aims
to address this gap by providing the first mapping review of
primary-secondary school transitions ontology: defined as
researchers’ worldviews, theories/models and frameworks
(Overton, 2015). This study makes an original and significant
contribution to the field of primary-secondary transitions
research internationally; this transition ontology will also be
relevant to other educational transitions (e.g., transitions to
primary school).

EMERGING CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF
PRIMARY-SECONDARY SCHOOL
TRANSITIONS
Primary-secondary school transitions research has existed since at
least the 1960s (Symonds and Galton, 2014), and across the sixty-
year period has remained focussed on children’s outcomes,
children’s experiences of school organisation, and transition
supports (Galton and McLellan, 2017; Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020). Within the field, especially in England, the term transfer
has also been used to describe moving from one school to another,
whilst the term transition has been reserved to describe the more

gradual process of moving between years within the same school
(Galton et al., 2000). However, Jindal-Snape, (2016) has defined
transitions as the ongoing psychological, social and educational
adaptations due to moving between, and within, schools. In other
cases, across the world, authors have used the term primary-
secondary transitions without differentiating between these two
conceptualisations.

As children experience their first term in the secondary school,
they can report initial positive perceptions that are soon replaced
by more negative accounts, and this is described by Hargreaves
(1984) as ‘the honeymoon period’. On the other hand, a
longitudinal study carried out across three school years, found
that children’s positive expectations and ‘reality’ stayed the same
during this move and negative experiences declined over time
(Jindal-Snape and Cantali, 2019).

Another useful concept emerging from the research is that of
environmental continuity and discontinuity, which refers to the
elements of school culture and organisation that are similar or
different (e.g., disrupted) across transition (Galton et al., 1999).
This concept has been used in combination with Galton’s ‘Five
Bridges’ of school administration, pedagogy, curriculum, social
organisation and children’s self-management (Galton et al., 1999;
Symonds, 2015), to identify, for example, discontinuities in
pedagogical practices between primary-secondary schools in
Scotland (Jindal-Snape and Foggie, 2008). It also examines
curricular continuities created by primary and secondary
schools working together to provide ‘bridging units’ in science
subjects in England (Galton et al., 2003; Galton, 2010).

A higher-level concept regarding discontinuity is of primary-
secondary school transition as a ‘status passage’ (Measor and
Woods, 1984), where young people’s behaviour is expected to
alter in the new environment. Here, the young person graduates
from one status to another as they pass through a passage of
discontinuity. The use of this notion in school transition research
originated from the status passage research of Glaser and Strauss
(1971). With school transition typically occurring during the
pubertal window of age 8–14 years, school transitions have been
described as a Western status passage with overarching
similarities to the adolescence initiation ceremonies practiced
in some indigenous non-Western cultures (Symonds, 2015).
These ceremonies typically involve segregation (e.g., a
separating oneself from a social group), transition (the ritual,
e.g., stomach binding), and incorporation (re-entering the
community with a change in status, e.g., as an adolescent or
adult) (Goldstein and Blumenkrantz, 2019). When young people
change schools, they ‘become’ a different type of pupil (e.g., a
‘secondary pupil’ or a ‘senior school pupil’) (Symonds, 2015).

The continuity and discontinuity concept is also central to
Eccles et al. (1993) Stage-Environment Fit theory that predicts
changes in children’s wellbeing (in particular motivation to learn)
as a function of the fit or misfit between their current stage of
psychological and social development, and the environmental
discontinuity or continuity they experience in the secondary
school. For example, early adolescents (age 10–14 years)
typically desire more autonomy, but they rarely receive it
when teachers are stricter in the transfer secondary school
compared to the associated primary school (Eccles et al., 1993)
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which is known as the ‘transfer paradox’ (Hallinan and Hallinan,
1992); although others have found this to be a misconception
which changed when children moved to secondary school
(Jindal-Snape and Cantali, 2019). Other concepts that tie in
with continuities and discontinuities are Noye’s (2006) notion
of school transition acting as a prism to diffract children’s
experiences, and Symond’s (2015) response that school
transition also acts as a lens to focus children on aspects of
themselves that are brought into the spotlight as they change
schools.

School transitions have also been conceptualised as a distinct
time period characterised by qualitatively different phases.
Nicholson (1984) transitions cycle was originally designed for
occupational psychology and has been repurposed for primary-
secondary school transitions research by several researchers
(Jindal-Snape, 2016; Symonds and Hargreaves, 2016; Galton
and McLellan, 2017). The transitions cycle consists of four
phases: preparation for transfer whilst in the feeder school,
initial encounters made in the transfer school, adaptation to
the transfer school and stabilisation of psychology and
behaviour across time. Common to the first phase of
preparation, children are found to experience ‘eager
anticipation’ (Rudduck, 1996) about the transfer, which
presents an interesting combination of the emotions of anxiety
and happiness (Galton and McLellan, 2017).

Finally, the breadth and complexity of transitions is identified in
Jindal-Snape’s Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT)
Theory which is based on research findings from participants and
significant others across ages and educational and life stages (e.g.,
Jindal-Snape and Foggie, 2008; Jindal-Snape, 2016; Gordon et al.,
2017; Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). MMT Theory emphasises that
children experience multiple transitions at the same time, in
multiple domains (e.g., social, academic) and multiple contexts
(e.g., school, home). These multiple transitions impact each other
and can trigger transitions for other people (e.g., friends, parents,
teachers) and vice versa, meaning that transition overall is a multi-
dimensional process (Jindal-Snape, 2016; Gordon et al., 2017). Using
the Rubik’s cube analogy, if each colour is one child’s dynamic
ecosystem, a slight change in one dimension will trigger changes in
other dimensions. Further, it will trigger change and accompanying
transitions for other children and their significant others. It
acknowledges the complex and dynamic nature of transitions and
does not see transitions as linear but as continuously evolving (Jindal-
Snape, 2016; Jindal-Snape, 2018). It also highlights that these
transitions are situated in, and interact with, ever-changing
complex systems, e.g., policy, curriculum, or recently, the pandemic.

STUDYING CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF
PRIMARY-SECONDARY SCHOOL
TRANSITIONS
The different concepts that have emerged from research on
primary-secondary school transitions have increased
researchers’ sensitivity to nuanced aspects of changing schools.
However, except for primary-secondary school transitions being
defined as the transfer from one school to another (Galton et al.,

1999), or as an ongoing process of psychological, social and
educational adaptation occurring due to changes in context,
interpersonal relationships and identity, which can be
simultaneously exciting and worrying for an individual and
others in their lives, and which requires ongoing additional
support (Jindal-Snape, 2018), none of these concepts make
sense of transitions in absolute terms. What is school
transition as a phenomenon? What are its defining features? Is
school transition simply three phases of adaptation (encounter,
preparation and adaptation) that happen sequentially as children
change schools, or is it far more complex than that, as indicated
by MMT Theory (Jindal-Snape, 2016)? Without clarity on what
primary-secondary school transitions are there is less chance for
the field to make systematic progress towards understanding its
implications for children and significant others. In addition, this
presents fewer opportunities to make a positive difference to
children’s transition experiences and educational and wellbeing
outcomes.

Therefore, it is crucial that we provide a framework of
ontology to advance the field. Just as empirical studies often
use conceptual frameworks to organise and understand their
data, studies of theory can also use frameworks for mapping and
understanding conceptualisations. Overton’s (2015) multi-level
framework of scientific paradigms indicates how a domain of
inquiry (in this case, primary-secondary school transitions) can
be conceptualised at different levels of formality and complexity.
At the lowest level are common-sense observations, such as those
a parent, teacher, child or even researcher might use to intuitively
explain school transition and children’s experiences. Above this
are more formal models and theories that seek to explain
processes. We have divided these into two types (Figure 1).
Firstly, organisational frameworks such as the Five Bridges

FIGURE 1 | Authors’ naïve framework of school transitions ontology.
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(Galton et al., 1999) help to identify characteristics of a
phenomenon, but do not predict or explain processes within
it. Secondly, testable models and theories that seek to explain how
a process operates, such as the MMT theory (Jindal-Snape, 2016).
Above these are mid-range meta-theories that set out the broad
conditions of a phenomenon, i.e., whether it is embodied,
biopsychosocial, transactional or dialectic. At the highest level
are ontological worldviews such as whether there can be testable
relations between parts of a process (i.e., the mechanistic premise
of Cartesian dualism) or whether a process is non-linear and
irrevocably meshed as understood by process-relational theorists.

Importantly for the current study, Overton’s (2015)
framework enables us to systematically map different
conceptualisations of school transition into a hierarchy of
ontologies to identify strengths, gaps and potential for
theoretical development. It allows for viewpoints from
different people, including participants, practitioners and
researchers, to be located at specific levels and assessed in
terms of formality and complexity. Figure 1 illustrates the
school transition worldviews, theories/models and frameworks
known to the four authors before conducting the systematic
review (i.e., naïve structure) identifying where these are placed
in a hierarchy of ontology, to illustrate the types of findings we
might expect from the proposed systematic mapping review.

A further issue of interest is the discourse used by researchers
when writing about school transitions. What types of discourse
are used to frame primary-secondary school transitions and how
might these be linked to the conceptualisations? Are transitions
seen as more positive or negative for children, teachers, schools
and families? Discourses used in research can be linked to a
particular world view, for example the rejection of deficit models
that seek to identify causes of weakness in favour of strengths-
based perspectives that focus on identifying how people can
function in optimal ways (Reeve, 2015). They can also be
culturally relative, such as research that prioritises influences
on the individual self (for example, Ecological Systems Theory),
which can be in contrast to other indigenous psychological
models where the self is conceptualised as an offshoot of the
family or ancestors (Shute and Slee, 2015).

These considerations of transition conceptualisation and
discourse led to four research questions that frame the current
study, in the context of primary-secondary school transitions.

(1) How have primary-secondary school transitions been
conceptualised by researchers in the literature? Here we
seek to clarify the type and range of conceptualisations of
school transition, locating these on Overton’s (2015)
framework to understand their level of formality.

(2) How have these transitions been conceptualised by
participants in the research literature? Like the first
question, the second question aims to uncover the type,
range and formality of conceptualisations of transitions
used by research participants. By investigating this we can
identify similarities and differences between
conceptualisations used by researchers and their participants.

(3) What theoretical frameworks are used within primary-
secondary school transitions research? Following our

review of the concepts emerging from the primary-
secondary school transitions research, it is also of interest
to map the different frameworks, models and theories that
are used in conjunction with school transitions as a concept.
These are not conceptualisations of transitions per se, but
rather help explain different qualities and aspects of the
transition experience, for example Stage-Environment Fit
(Eccles et al., 1993) and Multiple and Multi-dimensional
Transitions theories (Jindal-Snape, 2016; Jindal-Snape et al.,
2019).

(4) What type of discourse about school transitions do
researchers use? Finally, our interest in how
conceptualisations are framed from cultural, historical and
social perspectives leads us to investigate whether the
researchers used a positive, neutral, mixed or negative
discourse about school transitions.

METHODOLOGY

To answer these questions, we drew on 96 papers retrieved for a
commissioned systematic literature review which analysed
empirical papers published between 2008 and 2018 that
focussed on primary-secondary school transitions (Jindal-Snape

FIGURE 2 | Systematic literature review process based on EPPI-centre
approach.
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et al., 2020). The rationale for utilising this time period was the
existence of a relatively low number of literature reviews (n�9) and
systematic literature reviews (n�3) focusing on primary-
secondary transitions. Furthermore, it was difficult to reach
conclusions given the different foci, inclusion/exclusion criteria
and time periods of the reviews. The present paper uses different
research questions from the original systematic review to analyse
the retrieved papers. It employs a systematic mapping approach
(Gough et al., 2019) where the focus is on conceptualisation and
discourse surrounding transitions rather than study findings.

Systematic Literature Review Approach
We used the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and
Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre, 2010) approach to
systematic literature reviews (Figure 2). The process outlined
in Steps 1–3 and 5 was used for the Jindal-Snape et al. (2020)
review. Step 4 describes the approach taken to analyse the 96
papers against the four research questions which form the focus
of this paper; Steps 6–7 are also particular to this paper.

Scoping the Review
We started by developing explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria
for specifying which literature to include in the review. These
included relevance, recency, transparency and reliability/validity
(See Table 1).

Searching for Studies
We searched multiple online databases and our search returned
4,635 records for screening (2,444 from three core databases in the
Web of Science (WoS) - Science Citation Index Expanded, Social
Sciences Citation Index, Arts and Humanities Citation Index; 679
from the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC); 662
from the British Education Index (BEI); 569 from PsycINFO; and
281 fromApplied Social Sciences Index andAbstracts (ASSIA).We
also found a further 17 records through searching of other sources,
such as references in the papers and contacting known researchers
in the area. This gave a total of 4,652 records for screening (see
Figure 2).We also scanned the contents of key journals in the field,
such as the British Educational Research Journal.

Screening Studies
Each paper was screened against the inclusion criteria developed
when scoping the review (Table 1). By appraising each study

against the same criteria and recording the results, the basis for
the review’s conclusions have been made transparent. Our
screening process, comprising reading and cross-reading of
abstracts by all authors was conducted according to our
inclusion and exclusion criteria and resulted in 4,434 records
being excluded for one of fivemain reasons: it was not a study that
was focussed on transition between primary and secondary
school; it did not report any empirical data; it was not
published in full in the English language; it was a book or
dissertation; or it was a report of a review, overview or
discussion piece. This left 218 papers and their abstracts were
reviewed by the authors; resulting in rejection of another 37
papers. A full read of all 181 papers led to further rejection due to
the lack of meaningful fit with the research questions. This
resulted in 96 studies for the review (see Figure 3).

Describing and Mapping the Studies
For the purposes of this mapping review, the 96 papers were
randomly assigned to the four authors of this paper (24 each) by
sorting them into a random order and assigning them in
sequential blocks of 24. Papers written by any of the authors
were assigned to one of the other authors. In line with the four
research questions, we developed an initial coding scheme for
categorising key elements of the papers. This included
geographic location and theoretical perspective (if any) on
primary-secondary school transitions that were tested for
relevance by each author coding the first five studies. After
discussion on the results of this initial coding, a final set of codes
was developed that addressed the research questions more
comprehensively. These were a) reference details b) journal
impact factor c) journal focus (e.g., special educational needs),
d) discipline of the researchers (e.g., developmental
psychology), e) setting/school year (e.g., last year of primary
school to first year of secondary school), f) paper topic (e.g.,
quality of life and school transition), g) transition
conceptualisation (whether a definition of school transition
was explicitly stated or implicitly suggested in the paper by
the researcher/s and what that definition entailed), h) discourse
tone (whether the discourse used to discuss transition by the
researchers was positive, negative or neutral/mixed), i) theories/
conceptual frameworks (e.g., Stage-Environment Fit), and j)
participants’ conceptualisation of school transition (whether
reported or not, and what it was if reported).

TABLE 1 | Criteria for Inclusion.

Aspect Criteria

Relevance Relates directly to the research questions
Search Terms 1) Transition*, 2) Transfer, 3) Mov* in combination with i) primary school, ii) elementary school, iii) Middle school in

combination with a) secondary school b) high school c) post-primary
Recency Between 2008 and 2018 to cover ten years
Age-range 10–14 (to cover international educational systems)
Geographical spread International, with the country and educational context clearly stated
Research base Empirical research (either qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods)
Transparency Methodology of the research should be explicit (e.g., sample size, instruments, analysis)
Reliability/validity As far as can be determined, the findings upon which the study is based must be valid and reliable, taking into account the

type of study, such degree of synthesis and interpretation vs. descriptive for qualitative research, mitigating bias
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The authors read each paper and coded them, using the system
outlined above, into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and shared
their analysis with one another. At this point, the authors, as a
team, reviewed the results to identify where further classification
systems would help answer the research questions. The results for
g) transition conceptualisation were diverse, so a set of codes were
inductively developed for these data by the authors, using key
terms written in the publications as the basis for salient codes
(e.g., transition as ‘change’; transition as ‘status/rite of passage’).
Each author returned to their papers to check they fitted with
these inductive codes for transition conceptualisation. The codes
and their content are described in more detail in the results
section. To provide further quality assurance of this analytic
process, the final results were analysed numerically and
qualitatively by the first author and checked by the second
author for accuracy.

Quality and Evidence Appraisal
An adapted version of the EPPI-Centre Weight of Evidence
(WoE) judgments were applied to each of the included
studies, whereby the ‘methodological relevance’ referred to the
study rather than to the research questions of the systematic

review (note that this refers to the questions in Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020). Three components were assessed in order to help derive an
overall weighting of evidence score (see Table 2).

There was variability in the WoE ratings across the 96 papers.
Thirty studies (31%) were found to be excellent across all three
criteria of methodological quality, methodological relevance and
topic relevance. Some studies had excellence ratings in more than
one criterion and 85 (86%) studies were found to be excellent or
good for topic relevance. In light of this, we included all 96 papers,
especially as our focus for this paper was on conceptualisation
and theoretical frameworks.

Synthesising Study Findings
A systematic mapping review was undertaken which aimed to
provide a picture of the current state of knowledge, in relation to
the four research questions, and thus enhance future primary-
secondary transitions research (Gough et al., 2019). The results of
this mapping exercise are presented numerically and as narrative
below. Narrative Empirical Synthesis (EPPI-Centre, 2010) was
used to bring together the results of the mapping exercise. This
mapping provides an accessible combination of results from
individual studies in a structured narrative.

FIGURE 3 | PRISMA flow diagram of study selection.
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Conclusions/Recommendations
The conclusions and recommendations focussed on explaining
how the worldviews, theories, models and frameworks found in
the systematic review mapped onto Overton’s (2015) framework
of ontology, to illustrate prevalence and coverage. This allowed
the authors to identify gaps in school transition ontology and
possible connections between conceptualisations, to drive the
field forwards.

ETHICS

We followed our profession’s code of practice (General Teaching
Council for Scotland, Health and Care Professions Council) and
were governed by our Universities’ research ethics guidelines. The
team are committed to ethical analysis of the literature and
reporting.

RESULTS

Data from the 96 papers are presented here, although not all
papers have been explicitly referred to. Results are presented
under themes related to the research questions.

Conceptualisation of Primary-Secondary
School Transitions by Researchers
Of the 96 papers, 86 paper author/s provided some insight into
their conceptualisation of primary to secondary school
transitions. In some cases, we needed to infer what the
conceptualisation was based on the researchers’ broader
conceptual framework, research design and/or type of data
presented. The lack of explicit conceptualisation and
operationalisation of the key term could lead to
misunderstandings for future researchers. As described in the
methodology section, we conducted an inductive thematic
analysis of the transition conceptualisations and found ten
overarching themes. Please note that in some cases researchers
were not clear about their own conceptualisation and referred to

multiple conceptualisations and theories across their paper so the
numbers do not add to 86 (see Figure 4).

Transition as change. Fifty four papers referred to transition as
change; these were change in social relationships, pedagogical
approaches (e.g., Mackenzie et al., 2012), change in academic
demands (e.g., Kingdon et al., 2017), change in the environment
(e.g., Waters et al., 2014a) and organisation (e.g., Arens et al.,
2013), change related to developmental stages e.g., (Arens et al.,
2013; Vasquez-Salgado and Chavira, 2014; Andreas and Jackson,
2015), and systemic changes (e.g., Strnadova et al., 2016).

Normative life transition. Forty one papers conceptualised
primary-secondary school transitions as a normative life
transition; 13 papers presented it as a normative life event e.g.,
(Neal et al., 2016).

Transition as a normative period in school career. Twenty
papers conceptualised primary-secondary transitions as a
normative period in a child’s school career (e.g., Burchinal
et al., 2008; Weiss and Baker-Smith, 2010; Brewin and
Statham, 2011). This conceptualisation is perhaps not
surprising as most of the authors of these papers came from
an education or psychology (mainly developmental and
educational) background apart from one statistician and
one medic.

Multiple transitions. Author/s of eleven papers referred to
multiple transitions, i.e., children/young people experiencing
multiple changes at the same time, such as moving from one
educational setting to another, differences in school culture and
structure, significant biological, psychological and social changes,
and change in teachers (e.g., Knesting et al., 2008; Serbin et al.,
2013; Lofgran et al., 2015).

Transition as disruption/risk. Eight papers referred to
transition as disruptive and highlighted the risk factors for
children e.g., (Maher, 2010; Mackenzie et al., 2012; Keay et al.,
2015).

Transition as discontinuity. Six papers referred to transition as
a time of discontinuity, both curricular and relational (e.g., Rainer
and Cropley, 2015; Makin et al., 2017). However, these could be
seen to be similar to the first category of transition as change.

Life course perspective. Three papers used a life course
conceptualisation taken from Elder’s Theory (1998) (Benner
and Wang, 2014; Fortuna, 2014; Witherspoon and Ennett, 2011).

TABLE 2 | Criteria for judging ‘weight of evidence’.

Level/
criterion

Methodological quality Methodological relevance Topic relevance

1: Excellent Excellent research design with clear justification of all
decisions: e.g., sample, instruments, analysis. Clear
evidence of measures taken to maximise internal
and external validity and reliability and reduce
sources of bias

Research questions (RQ) clearly stated.
Methodology is highly relevant to their RQs and
answers them in detail

Study is very closely aligned to one of the key
review objectives and provides very strong
evidence upon which to base future policy/
action

2: Good Research design clearly stated with evidence of
sensible decisions taken to provide valid and reliable
findings

RQs are explicit or can be deduced from text.
Findings address RQs

Study is broadly in line with one of the key
review objectives and provides useful evidence

3: Satisfactory Research design may be implicit but appears
sensible and likely to yield useful data

RQs implicit but appear to be broadly matched
by research design and findings

At least part of the study findings is relevant to
one of the key review objectives

4: Inadequate Research design not stated or contains flaws RQs not stated or not matched by design Study does not address any key research
objective
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Transition as a rite of passage. In three papers, transition was
conceptualised as a rite of passage (Bailey and Baines, 2012;
Rainer and Cropley, 2015; West et al., 2010).

Transition as a turning point. Three papers discussed
transitions as turning points (Langenkamp, 2010; Andreas and
Jackson, 2015; Scanlon et al., 2016).

Transfer as a paradox. One paper seemed to conceptualise it as
the transfer paradox, although it does not name it as such (Rainer
and Cropley, 2015).

Conceptualisation of Primary-Secondary
School Transitions by Research
Participants
It is not clear from any papers whether the researchers asked
participants how they conceptualised transitions. However, one
can start making assumptions about what participant/s might
consider, and/or found, transition to be from 12 papers which
presented qualitative data. Of these 12 papers, six were based on
studies undertaken in the United Kingdom (Jindal-Snape and Foggie,
2008; Dismore and Bailey, 2010; Keay et al., 2015; Neal and
Frederickson, 2016; Peters and Brooks, 2016; Makin et al., 2017),
three in Australia (Maher, 2010; Mackenzie et al., 2012; Strnadova
et al., 2016) and one each in South Africa (Mudaly and Sukhdeo,
2015), United States (Ellerbrock and Kiefer, 2013), and Ireland
(Scanlon et al., 2016). Most of the studies were small scale,
primarily focussing on interview data from a small group of
children, parents and/or teachers, ranging from 6 to 23
participants (please note that the latter numbers include only four
pupils and the rest are professionals in Ellerbrock and Kiefer, 2013).

Participants’ conceptualisations included an understanding of
transitions being a period of change, particularly systemic level
and relationship changes, change in pedagogical approaches and

curriculum, and the transfer paradox of being excited and
concerned. For example, in Makin et al. (2017) study, children
with an autism spectrum condition recognized difficulty
adjusting to the new environment, a loss of social support and
change in identity.

Similarly, Peters and Brooks (2016) reported that their
participants, i.e., parents of children with Asperger and high
functioning autism in England, discussed changes to routines,
environment and relationships. Peters and Brook’s (2016)
conceptualise primary-secondary transition to be a milestone
which includes substantial changes. However, it is interesting
to consider the relationship between Peter and Brooks (2016)
own conceptualisation and that of their participants, while also
considering the potential for bias in questions asked.

Further, although most papers in this review collected data
from pupils, parents and/or teachers, only these 12 papers have
presented data in a way that an informed assumption about their
conceptualisation was possible. It is not clear whether any of the
96 papers we reviewed directly ascertained participants’
conceptualisation; a mismatch in conceptualisation might lead
to incorrect interpretation of the data.

Theoretical Conceptual Frameworks Used
in Primary-Secondary School Transitions
Research
Thirty three papers used a theoretical framework that was not
explicitly about transition as a phenomenon, to explain complex
processes occurring during primary-secondary school
transitions. Of these papers, 11 were from the United States,
seven from Australia, seven from the United Kingdom (in
England, Scotland and Wales but not Northern Ireland), two
each from Canada and Israel, and one each from Finland,

FIGURE 4 | Conceptualisation of transitions (in percentage).
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Germany, Peru and South Africa. Not all 33 papers are cited here,
for brevity.

Onemight assume that journals with high impact factor would
insist that the papers include a clear theoretical framework of
transitions. However, there was no support for this assumption as
the 33 papers were published in journals with a range of impact
factors. Seven were in journals that had no impact factor, three
had impact factors below 1, eight were between 1.3 and 1.5, three
had impact factors between 1.8 and 1.9, four were between 2.1
and 2.9, seven were between three and four and one had an
impact factor of 4.1 (Waters et al., 2014b in Journal of Adolescent
Health).

The theoretical frameworks used were mainly mentioned in
the introduction sections; however this did not mean that they
necessarily underpinned the studies. This could suggest that the
authors mentioned a theory when writing a paper rather than the
theoretical framework influencing the design of their study. The
most prevalent theoretical frameworks were Stage-Environment
Fit Theory (Eccles and Midgley, 1989) (n�10) which was used to
provide reasons for young people not engaging with learning in
secondary schools; Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1993) (n�8) which was used to explain the
context of transitions, although Brewin and Statham (2011) also
used it as a framework for data collection and analysis; Life
Course Theory (Elder, 1998) (n�5) which was used to highlight
that transitions are a normative life transition; and Self-
determination Theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) which was used
to explore the role and development of participants’ autonomy,
relatedness and competence across transition. None of the papers
have critiqued the theory/ies and/or their application in the
context of primary-secondary school transitions. Below we
discuss these most common theoretical frameworks in more
detail to understand the extent to which they underpinned the
research and the links with researchers’ conceptualisation of
transitions.

Stage-Environment Fit Theory. This theory was referred to in 10
studies across a decade and the timeline of this review, i.e., 2008 to
2018. The principal authors had a background in either
developmental or educational psychology. These studies were
conducted in the United States (n�6), United Kingdom (n�2),
Germany (n�1) and Israel (n�1). Nine of the papers conceptualised
transition as a normative life transition and therefore it is not
surprising that they used Stage-Environment Fit Theory. Author(s)
of five studies focussed on the negative aspects of primary-
secondary transitions, whereas four concentrated on both
negative and positive features, and one had a neutral discourse.
This theory emphasises the mismatch between the adolescent’s
developmental stage and associated needs, compared to the
demands of the secondary school environment (Benner and
Graham, 2009). Although the theory was created to explain
psychological development across the middle school transition, it
does not explain school transition as a process per say. Rather it can
be used to refer to any systemic change in environment and how
this connects to change in a person’s psychology, depending on the
person’s stage of development.

Interestingly, like other theories, Stage-Environment Fit
Theory was only mentioned once in some papers in the

introduction section to provide a background to the ‘problem’
(e.g., Benner and Graham, 2009; Kingery et al., 2011; Arens et al.,
2013; Benner and Wang, 2014). Witherspoon and Ennett (2011)
refer to the theory as part of their theoretical framework and then
in the discussion. Knesting et al. (2008) did not refer to the theory
but used Eccles and Midgley (1989) work to highlight the
differences in the primary and secondary school environment.
Madjar and Chohat (2017) used it as a framework to draw a
hypothesis for their study; however they did not return to it in the
results or discussion. On the other hand, Neal et al. (2016)
referred to it at the start and then returned to it in the
discussion to state that their findings were similar to the
research behind the theory. Similarly, Ellerbrock and Kiefer
(2013) use it as the theory underpinning their study in the
case study approach they took. Symonds and Hargreaves
(2016) and Zoller Booth and Gerard (2014) are the only two
studies fully underpinned by this theory.

Brofenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. Brofenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory (Brofenbrenner, 1989) was used in
four papers in Australia (Waters et al., 2014a;Waters et al., 2014b;
Strnadova and Cumming, 2014; Strnadova et al., 2016), three
papers in the United Kingdom (Brewin and Statham, 2011;
Hannah and Topping, 2013; Mandy et al., 2016a), and one in
United States (Booth and Sheehan, 2008). As our review covered
papers from 2008 to 2018, it is interesting to note that the year of
publication was in a narrower time period; four papers are from
2014 (two from the same researchers), and one each from 2011 to
2013. Four (United Kingdom, n�3; Australia, n�1) of the papers
focussed on young people with additional support needs.

Hannah and Topping (2013) used this theory to design their
transition programme which they evaluated, rather than using it
for research. As mentioned earlier, Brewin and Statham (2011)
organised their findings around the ecosystems; they reported
that it was a useful way of showing the factors, and their
interaction, that had an impact on looked after children’s
transitions. Waters et al. (2014a) used the theory to explain
the role of contexts in human development, with school being
such a context; whereas in (Waters et al., 2014b) they use the
Ecological Systems Theory to conceptualise the support systems
of young people as they move to secondary school. Similarly,
Strnadova and Cumming (2014), Strnadova et al. (2016), and
Booth and Sheehan (2008) used the theory to understand
transitions and relationships in the ecosystems of young
people moving to secondary school. Four of the papers had a
negative discourse, one both (Hannah and Topping, 2013) and
one neutral (Strnadova and Cumming, 2014). It is interesting to
note that although Booth and Sheehan (2008), and Strnadova and
Cumming used the same theory, they used different discourses
about transition.

Life Course Theory. The researchers who conceptualised
primary-secondary transitions to be a normative life and/or
school career transition used Elder’s (1998) Life Course
Theory to explain their conceptualisation (n�5). This is the
only theory that includes transitions as one of its features.
Two papers were based on research conducted in Canada, and
three from the United States; two papers from the United States
have the same primary author who has a background in
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developmental psychology (Benner and Graham, 2009; Benner
et al., 2017), another with background in clinical psychology
(Kingdon et al., 2017), one primary author in education
(Witherspoon and Ennett, 2011) and one in sociology
(Felmlee et al., 2018). They published in the highest impact
factor journals in the context of this literature review ranging
from 1.304 to 3.8. Benner and colleagues conceptualised
transitions as negative in the main and have focussed on the
disruptions and challenges that primary-secondary transitions
cause for children and young people, although they also
mentioned some positives (Benner and Graham, 2009).
Similarly, Felmlee et al. (2018) and Kingdon et al. (2017) have
used a negative discourse; whereas Witherspoon and Ennett
(2011) have focussed on both positive and negative aspects of
transitions. None of these researchers have presented
participants’ voice.

Self-determination theory. Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-
determination theory was used in four papers, one each from
Australia, Finland, Peru and the United Kingdom, published in
journals with an impact factor ranging from 0.3 to 3.2. These
papers focussed on positive aspects of psychology including
school connectedness, school belonging, school attendance,
quality of life, wellbeing and autonomy. Despite their use of
positive constructs, all papers used a negative discourse about
primary-secondary school transitions. We review our findings on
discourse in more detail below.

DISCOURSE USED BY RESEARCHERS

The discourse about transitions is very important as it can give
messages, both spoken and unspoken, about what to expect when
making a transition. The researchers’ discourse also gives an
insight into their beliefs about primary-secondary school
transitions, which might influence their research questions,
and questions asked of their participants. Therefore, we
analysed the papers to understand the discourse by looking
carefully at the introduction/framing of their study, results,
discussion and conclusions. We found that the narrative was,
in the main, more explicit in the introduction section of the
papers rather than throughout.

Negative discourse about transition. Sixty papers (not all cited
to aid brevity) highlighted negative aspects of transitions. The
settings of these studies are detailed in Table 3. These included
the premise and argument based on previous literature that
transitions were disruptive, challenged children’s psychological
wellbeing (Poorthuis et al., 2014), led to a decline in science self-
efficacy scores (Lofgran et al., 2015; no comparison was made
with self-efficacy in other subjects) and in achievement (Serbin
et al., 2013; Vasquez-Salgado and Chavira, 2014; Mudaly and
Sukhdeo, 2015), led to high dropout rates (McIntosh et al., 2008),
caused stress and anxiety (Peters and Brooks, 2016), and were
especially challenging for children with ASD (Mandy et al.,
2016b; Tso and Strnadova, 2017). There does not seem to be a
pattern in terms of which countries the research was conducted
in, as the countries with a larger number of papers using negative
discourse about transition also had a larger number of publishedT
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studies overall. However, it can be said that in the case of
countries with single papers 100% of papers had a negative
(also Ireland, n�3, 100%) discourse seeking to address a
problem during transitions as compared to 74% from the
United States and 53% from Australia and the United Kingdom.

Mixed or neutral discourse about transition. Twenty-five
papers made a reference to both negative and positive aspects
of transitions; however, of these 15 highlighted more negative
aspects than positives. Nine papers had a neutral discourse as they
primarily focussed on other aspects such as the impact of school
attachment and family involvement on negative behaviours (Frey
et al., 2009), experience of children in PE (Rainer and Cropley,
2015), impact of school attachment and family involvement on
negative behaviours during adolescence (Dann, 2011), and
teachers’ perceptions of transition practices for children with
developmental disabilities moving from primary to secondary
school (Strnadova and Cumming, 2014).

Positive discourse about transition. Two papers primarily
focussed on the positive impact of transitions; one each from
Israel and the United Kingdom. Madjar and Chohat (2017)
investigated self-efficacy in school transitions and the impact
of perception of teachers’mastery goals on transition self-efficacy.
Data were collected two months after starting grade 6 (last year of
primary school), two months prior to finishing sixth grade, and
two months after starting seventh grade in Israel. They
considered primary-secondary school transitions to be part of
a normative school career and proposed the concept of transition
self-efficacy and developed a scale to measure it, which they saw as
aligning to Stage-Environment Fit Theory (Eccles et al., 1993).
Neal and Frederickson (2016) cited previous literature that
described transitions of children with ASD as being
problematic. However, they themselves took a strength-based
approach to understand the positive experiences of six children
with ASD who had successful transitions in the United Kingdom.
They highlighted that with appropriate support children with
ASD could have successful transitions and positive experiences.

DISCUSSION

The way that researchers conceptualise school transitions has
important implications for their research designs, study findings
and implications used to inform future research, policy and practice.
However, to date, school transition worldviews, theories/models
and frameworks have not been studied systematically. The current
study undertook a systematic mapping review of 96 papers
published between 2008 and 2018 that were empirical studies of
primary-secondary school transitions. The four authors, working
collaboratively, analysed these papers using systematic methods of
sorting, coding and synthesising to identify 1) researchers’
conceptualisations of primary-secondary school transitions, 2)
research participants’ conceptualisations of school transitions, 3)
theoretical frameworks used to explain processes during school
transitions and 4) the discourse used by researchers to frame
primary-secondary school transitions.

The results demonstrated a clear lack of conceptualisation of
transition as a phenomenon either by researchers or participants.

Rather than work their studies out of a complex theoretical
perspective on transition as a phenomenon, researchers used
popular conceptual frameworks to explain processes surrounding
transition. These included Stage-Environment Fit Theory (Eccles
et al., 1993), Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979),
Life Course Theory (Elder, 1998) and Self-determination Theory
(Ryan and Deci, 2000). Finally, the discourse surrounding
transitions was predominantly negative, with only two of the
96 papers focusing on positive aspects of transition.

Researchers’ and Participants’
Conceptualisations of Primary-Secondary
School Transitions
The most common conceptualisation of transition by researchers
and participants was of transition as simply ‘change’. Researchers
and participants also both mentioned the paradox of feeling
excited and anxious during transition, identified in many other
studies of transition (see Galton and McLellan (2017) for a
summary). Other conceptualisations of transitions came from
the researchers and fitted into two broad categories: more views of
transition as change (including discontinuity, turning point, and
disruption) and transition as a life-event (including transition as a
normative period in school or life and transition as a rite of
passage).

The conceptualisations of transitions as change were not
specified with any degree of formality, and mainly reflected
the literal meaning of the word transition. These are therefore
best placed within the bottom level of the scientific paradigm
framework described by Overton (2015), where people make
common sense observations of an everyday phenomenon
(Figure 5). The conceptualisations of primary-secondary

FIGURE 5 | Results mapped against Overton's (2015) framework
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school transitions as a life event are more formalised, as these take
their notion from somewhere other than the literal meaning of
the word transition. The notion of transition as a life event comes
originally from anthropology (e.g., transition as a rite of passage;
Benedict, 1938) and then from sociological ethnographies of
school transition (Measor and Woods, 1984) and from Life
Course Theory (Elder, 1998). Given its broad application
across specific models and frameworks, and positionality of
transition as a passage during which the person transforms,
transition as a life event can be seen as a mid-range meta-
theory in Overton’s (2015) framework (Figure 5). However,
this leaves a gap as no specific frameworks of transition as a
phenomenon were identified in the systematic mapping review to
bridge the gap between the naive conceptualisation of transition
as change and the higher-level conceptualisation of transition as a
life event.

Theoretical Frameworks Used in
Transitions Research
The main theoretical frameworks used to explain processes
surrounding school transition could be located in the level of
specific testable theories and models (Overton, 2015), between
common sense observations and mid-range meta-theory
(Figure 5). These were Stage-Environment Fit (Eccles et al.,
1993), Self-determination Theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) and
Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Each of the
main theoretical frameworks outline how change can occur and
were used to examine the adaptions in individual psychology
across school transition; this was in relation to changes in person
and the environment. Life Course Theory, being a broader
perspective with no predictive qualities, was placed slightly
above these in the level of mid-range meta-theory.
Interestingly, there was no explicit link made by the
researchers between any of the specific models/theories and
Life Course theory, although it is quite possible that these
could be combined to give a more detailed perspective on how
processes occurring during transitions (e.g., through person-
environment fit directed towards fulfilling basic psychological
needs) might create the qualities of transition as ongoing
impacting subsequent development in the life-course. None of
these theories were explicitly transitions theories and had been
borrowed from elsewhere. There was no attempt to critique the
usability of these theories in transitions research. This might be
due to the theories being mentioned in the introduction section
without really underpinning the majority of studies.

Discourse Used to Frame Primary-
Secondary School Transitions
The predominantly negative discourse about transition as being
disruptive, a risk factor and promoting negative development
appears to have no clear geographic origin in the reviewed papers
nor links with any specific conceptualisation of transition or
related conceptual framework. However, of the 96 studies, only
four were from outside of Europe, North America and Australia.
Of those within these latter countries, none were conducted with

indigenous populations or by indigenous researchers
(i.e., Aboriginal or Native American/First Nations). This
means that nearly all the studies were from Western locales
and perspectives. In non-Western cultures, but also historically
in Western cultures, rites of passage are central to socially
constructed notions of childhood and adulthood, marking a
graduation from dependent child into fully functional member
of society (Schlegel and Barry, 1991). After the person has gone
through the rite of passage, they are given more responsibilities
and in some cases more resources, that conceivably could mark
the transition as a positive experience, and is a celebration of
social, physical and psychological maturity.

However, although primary-secondary school transitions in
Western cultures acts similarly as a rite of passage where
children ‘graduate’ from primary to secondary schooling
(Symonds, 2015), it is interesting to note that researchers
mainly situate this in a negative discourse. Possibly this relates
to repeated empirical findings of declining attitudes and attainment
at transition (for reviews see Benner, 2011; Jindal-Snape et al., 2020;
Symonds and Galton, 2014).

This could suggest that the repeated findings of negative
trajectories mainly in the United Kingdom and United States
might have something to do with the quality of lower-secondary
education in those countries. On the other hand, the negative
trajectories might be due to research designs that measured
educational and wellbeing outcomes immediately before and
after the move to secondary schools which did not capture the
process of adaptation in the new environment. Further, it is not
clear what type of questions participants were asked and their
impact (see Jindal-Snape and Cantali, 2019, for an example of
questions), or in the case of standardised scales, whether the
timing of their administration was optimal. This belief is also
supported by qualitative research reporting positive aspects of
primary-secondary transitions that have been observed when
studying holistic transitions (Jindal-Snape and Foggie, 2008),
identity development (e.g., Measor and Woods, 1984;
Symonds, 2015) and by meta-analyses of studies of friendship
quality where children report having a greater number of better
suited and supportive after moving to secondary school transition
(Symonds and Galton, 2014). Overall, studies of positive aspects
of primary-secondary school transitions are in the minority, a
situation which is not helped by the continual use of negative
discourses to frame transitions and research designs.

CONCLUSION

This is the first study that has attempted to understand the
conceptualisations of primary-secondary school transitions
through an analysis of previously published empirical studies. It
has provided unique insights into (or lack of) researchers’ and
participants’ conceptualisations of transitions theoretical
frameworks and the discourses these might be situated in. This
led to the identification of conceptual and methodological gaps in
international literature. Firstly, most researchers, irrespective of the
country of origin, did not clearly define what transitions meant in
the specific context of their studies, and even when some
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conceptualisation was explicit, especially the theoretical framework,
it did not necessarily underline the research design or frame the
findings. For a field of research that is at least 60 years old, this
finding from research conducted between 2008 and 2018, is
surprising. This study, therefore, is well-placed to make a
significant contribution to future research in this area. Secondly,
the majority of researchers had not indicated their study
participants’ conceptualisation of transitions. In the absence of
these conceptualisations, it is difficult to determine the
robustness of the findings and interpretation. Therefore, it is
important that researchers make explicit their and their
participants’ conceptualisations of transitions. In addition,
acknowledge how their understanding changes over time.
Thirdly, using Overton (2015) framework, it is clear that most
researchers have adopted previously used conceptualisations and
theoretical frameworks of transitions; the empirical studies in
2008–2018 did not use some of the other previously available
frameworks (e.g., Five Bridges, Galton et al., 1999, see Figure 1).
Thus, we are no further forward in terms of a meta-theory/world
view (See Figure 5). This has implications for international research
in terms of clear theorisation of primary-secondary transitions prior
to conducting a study; considering new/revised theories based on
the findings; having a research design that is in line with the
conceptualisation (making clear how and why) and theory; and
exploring participants’ conceptualisation of transitions. Further, it is
important that as an international transitions research community,
we work towards richer conceptualisations and understanding of
transitions. This also includes a robust critique of theories that have
been borrowed from elsewhere and a refining/development of
theories relevant to primary-secondary school transitions.

The negative discourse in the majority of the papers was
unexpected. It could be that most researchers focussed on

transitions as a problematic issue to study and this in turn
had an impact on the framing of the study, and potentially on
the questions asked and results presented. Potentially, this could
lead to a cycle of (negative) self-fulfilling prophecy. Therefore,
future international research should shift the discourse, at least
towards a more balanced view of transition experiences and their
impact on a range of outcomes including educational and
wellbeing outcomes.

Limitations
Although we undertook a systematic literature review and there
was cross-checking by team members, it is possible that we have
missed and/or rejected some crucial literature, including that
written in other languages. Further, as this study focussed on a
review of empirical studies, it is possible that we have missed a
more nuanced conceptualisation of transitions in discursive
literature. Therefore, it will be useful to conduct another
literature review to explore conceptualisations and theories
used in non-empirical literature.
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