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Examining Secondary School Choice Processes as a Predictor of Adjustment

After the School Transition

Elisabeth L. de Moor
Tilburg University

Susan Branje
Utrecht University

The secondary school transition is an important moment in adolescents’ lives. Taking a prospective approach, the pre-
sent study examined whether educational identity regarding a secondary school choice and own and parental expecta-
tions during the last year of primary school predicted post-transition school and psychological adjustment in Dutch
adolescents (N = 314, Mage = 11.58). Additionally, the study qualitatively examined the reasons adolescents gave for
their school choice, and linked these reasons to exploration behavior and post-transition adjustment. Identity processes
and expectations predicted adjustment. Adolescents mostly reported multiple reasons for their school choice, with edu-
cational, practical, and social aspects of secondary schools appearing most important. The number of reasons men-
tioned was associated with pre-transition exploration behavior.
Key words: adolescence – secondary school transition – school choice – identity – adolescent and parental expectations

Transitioning from primary to secondary school is
an important moment in young people’s lives, and
in the Western world it is often seen as the starting
point of adolescence (e.g., Pratt & George, 2005;
Zeedyk et al., 2003). Given this importance, it is not
surprising that the transition to secondary school
can have a strong and in some cases even detrimen-
tal impact on adolescents’ school adjustment
(Mart�ınez et al., 2011; Wigfield et al., 2006) and
mental health (e.g., Hanewald, 2013; Symonds &
Galton, 2014). Importantly, this impact may persist
throughout secondary school, putting adolescents on
persistent pathways of negative or positive adjust-
ment (Eccles et al., 1997; Nelemans et al., 2018). As
such, it is important to timely identify adolescents
who are at risk of negative adjustment in their new
school. One factor that may predict adolescents’
adjustment in secondary school is the extent to
which they have explored the different school
options and have committed to their new school.

Identity processes such as commitment and
exploration in the school domain have been linked
to many important educational and psychological
phenomena, such as educational performance (Pop

et al., 2016), having to repeat a grade (De Moor
et al., 2019), and internalizing and externalizing
pathology (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2012). However,
such studies have often examined educational
identity once a school or education was already
chosen, whereas theory suggests that identity ques-
tions become especially salient across transition
moments (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001; Branje
et al., 2021). The present study examined how the
process of choosing a school and forming one’s
educational identity is related to important educa-
tional and psychological outcomes.

The present study had two goals. First, the
study quantitatively examined whether educational
identity predicts adolescents’ secondary school
adjustment, as indicated by school functioning,
school engagement, and school belonging, and psy-
chological adjustment, as indicated by adolescents’
internalizing and externalizing problems. Educa-
tional identity was conceptualized as a focused
choice process regarding secondary school educa-
tion in which adolescents explore their qualities,
interests, and options in order to formulate a sec-
ondary school commitment. In addition, we exam-
ined the predictive effects of own and parental
expectations regarding secondary education on
post-transition adjustment. Second, to better under-
stand why adolescents make the decision for a
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school, the present study qualitatively explored the
reasons they gave for their school choice.

Primary-to-Secondary School Transition
Adjustment

The transition from primary to secondary school is
often accompanied by many changes, such as dif-
ferent classrooms and a bigger school building,
more and different peers, more homework, and a
variety of teachers. During the same time, adoles-
cents may also experience several developmental
changes, such as pubertal development (e.g., Mul
et al., 2001), increased autonomy from parents
(Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2006), and a greater
orientation toward peers (Fuligni & Eccles, 1993).
These changes might elicit changes in adolescent
adjustment. In terms of school adjustment, adoles-
cents on average experience a decline in school
belonging, school engagement, and ultimately even
school performance following the transition to sec-
ondary school (Mart�ınez et al., 2011; Wigfield
et al., 2006). This may be the case because sec-
ondary schools do not match the individual needs
of the adolescent (person-environment fit; e.g.,
Symonds & Galton, 2014) or the developmental
stage that they are in (stage-environment fit; Eccles
& Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993). The school
transition does not only affect how well adoles-
cents do in school, but also how they feel more
generally. After the transition, many adolescents
report poorer mental health and lower wellbeing
(Hanewald, 2013; Symonds & Galton, 2014).
Although many youths show poorer post-transition
adjustment, some youth also develop in more posi-
tive ways. Indeed, the transition to secondary
school may set adolescents on persistent pathways
of negative or positive school and psychological
adjustment across secondary school (Eccles
et al., 1997; Nelemans et al., 2018).

Individual differences in adolescents’ adjustment
after the transition from primary to secondary
school may be especially prominent in Dutch ado-
lescents compared to adolescents from some other
countries. This is the case because in the Dutch
educational system, at the end of primary school
adolescents receive an advice for an educational
level based on their scores on a standardized test
and their teacher’s evaluation of their abilities. The
educational levels can roughly be divided in low
(vocational), medium, and high (theoretical) educa-
tion, and some schools offer multiple levels of edu-
cation. Dutch adolescents are then free to choose a
school within the boundaries of their educational

advice. At the same time, this means that adoles-
cents—together with their parents—have to choose
at the end of primary school to which school they
want to go. The choice for one school or another
may be made on the basis of several reasons, such
as proximity, levels the school offers, and school
climate, and may impact adolescents’ later educa-
tional and psychological functioning.

Based on the notion of person-environment or
stage-environment fit (e.g., Eccles et al., 1993), it is
possible that adolescents who are better able to
choose a school that fits with their individual and
developmental needs, will fare better after the
school transition than adolescents who choose
schools less fitting with their needs. Some evidence
for a relation between fit and adjustment outcomes
was found in a study on Australian adolescents
(Waters et al., 2010). In this study, youth who
experienced a greater connectedness to their sec-
ondary school reported better educational and psy-
chological outcomes at a later point. Similarly,
adolescents who make a school choice that maxi-
mizes the person- and stage-environment fit may
also report better post-transition adjustment. This
may be true even when choices are restricted; ado-
lescents who are able to explore their motives and
preferences and may thus make a volitional choice
to attend a certain school might fare better and
experience higher school functioning. Additionally,
in the Dutch context the intellectual fit is also
important, as inaccurate or diverging advice in pri-
mary school may put adolescents in an educational
climate that is either too easy or too difficult for
them. This possibility may also put pressure on
adolescents to perform better in the pre-transition
year, either to live up to own expectations or those
of others (e.g., higher level advice given by teacher
than expected). Experiencing lower intellectual fit
may in turn also result in lower school adjustment
(e.g., for adolescents in a climate that is not chal-
lenging enough for them; Kanevsky & Keigh-
ley, 2003; Matthews, 2009). However, most studies
examining the transition to secondary school have
focused only on the period after the transition (for
a recent overview, see Jindal-Snape et al., 2019),
leaving it unclear how the pre-transition process of
exploring different educational options and choos-
ing a school may affect post-transition adjustment.

Educational Identity and Post-Transition
Educational and Psychological Adjustment

The exploration of different educational options
and commitment to one option can be captured by
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educational identity. Adolescence is commonly
seen as the period in which youth begin to develop
a sense of who they are and what they want in life
(Erikson, 1950). This sense of identity develops
across multiple domains in life through exploration
of different alternatives and the making of commit-
ments, and during this period the educational
domain is considered one of the most salient for
adolescents (Crocetti, 2017; Meeus, 2011). Educa-
tional identity—or closely related, academic iden-
tity—refers to exploration and commitment
processes related to aspects of adolescents’ educa-
tional experience (e.g., Becht et al., 2016), and
includes norms and values about school, educa-
tional attitudes, and possible educational goals
(e.g., getting a certain secondary school diploma,
being able to go to university; Nurra & Oyser-
man, 2011; Oyserman, 2013). The educational iden-
tity domain is generally considered a “closed”
identity domain (Meeus et al., 1999), because
restrictions are imposed on identity exploration
and choices in this domain. For instance, after an
adolescent has transitioned to secondary school,
their options for changing schools are rather lim-
ited for the next few years. This is in contrast to
“open” identity domains such as the friendship
domain, for which adolescents are free to explore
alternative options, and make and abandon exist-
ing commitments (e.g., Albarello et al., 2018). Con-
sidering the restrictions that are generally in place
in closed domains, it is especially important to ask
questions regarding identity at the right moment
because of the (lack of) saliency of identity ques-
tions.

As may be expected, educational identity is
related to educational outcomes. Educational iden-
tity has been found to be a marker of school per-
formance, and even underperformance, as
adolescents with a less strong identity are more
likely to have to repeat a grade (De Moor
et al., 2019), and adolescents who have a stronger
educational identity have a greater motivation for
doing well in school (Oyserman & Destin, 2010;
Roeser et al., 2012). In turn, motivation for school
has been linked to making a greater effort for
school (e.g., Kim et al., 2015; Zhang, 2009). Interest-
ingly, the reverse is also true, with bad perfor-
mance leading to a decrease in educational identity
(Pop et al., 2016), perhaps through lowered motiva-
tion. To the best of our knowledge, only one study
examined identity and educational outcomes in the
context of the school transition context.

The associations between educational identity
and psychological outcomes are even more well-

researched than those with educational outcomes,
and problems in educational identity have been
linked to both internalizing and externalizing psy-
chopathology. This is thought to be the case
because experiencing identity uncertainty brings
along feelings of distress (Erikson, 1968), which
may in turn lead to more serious psychological
pathology. In particular, commitment to education
has been associated with less problems (e.g., Cro-
cetti et al., 2012, 2013) while exploration behavior
may have a more dual nature, having been linked
to both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes in past
work (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2008).

One important caveat of past research is that
educational identity was often examined in relation
to school very broadly (e.g., “My school gives me
certainty in life”), without a specific school situa-
tion in mind. Moreover, it was often assessed at a
moment when adolescents were already in sec-
ondary school, whereas identity is known to be
especially salient around moments of transition or
change (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001; Branje
et al., 2021). In line with this, one study that did
examine identity change across the transition to
tertiary education found that such transitions may
be accompanied by changes in identity (Christiaens
et al., 2022), with groups who had stronger pre-
transition commitments and less reconsideration of
those commitments reporting less anxiety symp-
toms than those who had less strong commitments
and more reconsideration. This indicates that iden-
tity may indeed be actively considered (and recon-
sidered) across these transition moments.

Applied to the specific moment of the secondary
school transition, educational identity may play a
role in the choice for certain curricular profiles or
for certain schools. When educational identity is
assessed with regards to the choice for a certain
school more specifically, it is plausible that such
educational identity will be more influential for
educational outcomes because the domain is more
“open” (i.e., educational identity choices may
vastly impact the environment of adolescents for
the next years), as opposed to when adolescents
are already in secondary school and the domain is
thus more “closed” (i.e., great changes can no
longer or not easily be facilitated; Meeus
et al., 1999). In particular, adolescents who have
carefully considered the choice for a secondary
school and who have a strong educational identity
with regard to the secondary school of their choice,
may be expected to experience greater person-
environment fit. At the same time, educational
identity measured in this way—and at this

EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY AND ADJUSTMENT 3
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moment—may be less important for psychological
outcomes, because exploration and low commit-
ment are more normative and thus less problematic
during the choice process for a secondary school.
As a result, these adolescents may show better
school and, tentatively, psychological adjustment.

Parental and Own Expectations Regarding
Secondary School and Adjustment

Not only one’s identity, but also the expectations
held regarding the upcoming school transition may
impact how adolescents experience the transition
to secondary school. Expectations may be held
regarding own functioning in terms of academic
performance (e.g., being able to finish homework
on time, getting good grades) but also with regards
to social functioning (e.g., being generally liked by
classmates, having friends) in the post-transition
context. Although school choice has traditionally
been seen as a task primarily up to the parents,
parents and youth now often make the decision for
a secondary school together (Condliffe et al., 2015).
As such, it is important to consider the role of
expectations of both parents and adolescents in
predicting later school and psychological adjust-
ment.

Expecting that one will do well academically
and socially in the new school environment may
result in a more positive and resilient approach to
the school transition than expecting that one will
not be able to keep up academically and will make
no friends (e.g., Jindal-Snape & Cantali, 2019;
Waters et al., 2014), and thus may ultimately lead
to an easier transition. Similarly, feeling as though
one’s parents expect one to do well in secondary
school may result in adolescents having less doubts
themselves, which may also lead to better educa-
tional and psychological adjustment post-transition
(Chatterjee & Sinha, 2013; Grossman et al., 2011).
To the best of our knowledge, there is no research
examining the role of both adolescent and parental
pre-transition expectations in post-transition adjust-
ment to secondary school (and many studies fol-
lowing adolescents after the start of secondary
school, as pointed out in Jindal-Snape & Can-
tali, 2019). However, based on earlier findings on
expectations after the school transition, adolescents
who have less positive expectations and who per-
ceive their parents having less positive expectations
were expected to experience poorer school and
psychological adjustment in secondary school (e.g.,
Chatterjee & Sinha, 2013; Jindal-Snape & Can-
tali, 2019).

Reasons for the Educational Choice

Identity theory tells us something about if and how
adolescents go through the decision process of
selecting a school, but it does not tell us what
aspects of schools guide the exploration and com-
mitment processes of adolescents before the transi-
tion to secondary education. Research on the
factors that are related to the choice of a secondary
school has often focused on parental choice and,
thus, parental reasons (e.g., Hughes et al., 1994;
Morgan et al., 1993). For instance, Dutch parents
value locality of the school, as well as positive
school attitudes toward social education and cre-
ative development (Denessen et al., 2001, 2005).
However, adolescents’ own ideas and preferences
have become increasingly important in the choice
for a secondary school (Condliffe et al., 2015), and
may differ from those of their parents. As such, it
is important to qualitatively examine what aspects
of school are important for adolescents themselves
when they are searching for a secondary school,
which was the second goal of the present study.

Based on the assumption that adolescents are
rational agents who make their decision by com-
paring the costs and benefits of different alterna-
tives, it may be expected that adolescents choose
their secondary school for its benefits. Following
this theory of rational choice (Jæger, 2007) but also
the closely related Expectancy-Value model
(Eccles, 1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002), adolescents
will choose the school that offers them the greatest
educational and social benefits (e.g., best education,
many of their primary school friends going to that
school) and the smallest costs (e.g., short home-
school distance). In addition, adolescents’ choices
regarding a secondary school may also be partially
motivated by their interests (Hidi & Ren-
ninger, 2006; Krapp, 2002, 2005), such as an interest
in bilingual education or combining sports at a
high level with regular secondary school. It is,
therefore, possible that adolescents also take into
account their interests for potential subjects or
extracurricular activities when deciding what sec-
ondary school they want to attend.

Current Study

The transition to secondary school is an important
moment in adolescents’ lives and may have a long-
lasting impact on their school and psychological
adjustment. The present study had two goals. First,
this study examined pre-transition factors that may
predict post-transition adjustment. We examined

4 DE MOOR AND BRANJE

 15327795, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jora.12801 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/11/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



whether educational identity with regard to sec-
ondary education before the transition is related
to school and psychological adjustment post-
transition. Although past work has examined iden-
tity in relation to educational and psychological
outcomes (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2012, 2013; De Moor
et al., 2019), this work often examined identity
when adolescents were already situated in a stable
school situation (for a notable exception, see
Christiaens et al., 2021). Therefore, our hypotheses
were built on this previous work but were at the
same time largely speculative in nature. Having
greater commitment to a school choice was hypoth-
esized to be related to better adjustment. Moreover,
relative increases in the year before the transition
in commitment were expected to be related to posi-
tive adjustment, whereas decreases were expected
to be related to lower adjustment. With regard to
exploration, the expectations were less straight-
forward. Reporting a high level of exploration
1 year before the transition was thought to be
related to better adjustment, as these adolescents
may be expected to have considered their school
choice more carefully than adolescents who
explored less. Moreover, experiencing a decrease in
exploration over the year before the transition
could be related to better adjustment, because it
may reflect adolescents having settled on a choice.
In contrast, continued or even increased explo-
ration may point to rumination and indecisiveness.
In addition to educational identity, this study also
investigated the role of adolescent and parental
expectations of post-transition adjustment. It was
expected that adolescents with more positive
expectations and who experienced their parents
having more positive expectations would show
better post-transition adjustment. These research
questions and hypotheses, as well as the statistical
plan were pre-registered at https://osf.io/bm4qk.
Figure 1 depicts a conceptual visualisation of the
proposed.

The second goal of the study was to gain a bet-
ter understanding of the aspects that adolescents
consider when exploring their educational identity
and the reasons that adolescents base their school
choice on. We qualitatively examined the reasons
adolescents named for choosing a secondary school
in an interview about the school choice, and com-
bined these reasons in overarching categories to
gain greater insight into adolescents’ school
choices. Within the Dutch context, choice for a sec-
ondary school is restricted by the advice adoles-
cents receive at the end of primary school, which
may also limit the opportunities they have for

making an autonomous choice. Therefore, examin-
ing the reasons youth name themselves may give
insight into how they find autonomy in the school
choice process and engage in concrete exploration
processes allowing them to make a volitional
choice for a school.

In addition to our pre-registered hypotheses, this
study explored the relation between the number of
reasons provided by a participant and their score
on exploration at Wave 1 and 2, and their adjust-
ment at Wave 3. It was expected that adolescents
who named more reasons for their school choice
also engaged in more pre-transition exploration,
because these reasons can be seen as a more speci-
fic measure of exploration than the questionnaire.
That is, we assumed that adolescents who explored
more would have considered more different
aspects of the school. Furthermore, in line with the
idea that adolescents who explored the options bet-
ter would choose a school that offers them a better
person-environment fit (Symonds & Galton, 2014),
we expected that these adolescents would also
report better post-transition adjustment.

METHOD

Procedure and Participants

The present study used data from the longitudinal
INTRANSITION project (N = 314), which is
focused on the development of identity and auton-
omy across the school transition from primary to
secondary school. The adolescents were followed
across the year before (2019–2020) and the year
after (2020–2021) the school transition, with half-
yearly measurement waves in the fall and spring.
During these four waves, they filled in an online
questionnaire and at Wave 1, participated in a brief
interview about the upcoming school transition. At
each wave INTRANSITION also included a friend
(could differ across waves, optional) who filled out
questionnaires. All participants and one of their
parents provided informed consent. Participants
received €10,- per measurement occasion for com-
pleting the questionnaire and an additional €10,-
for completing the interview. The INTRANSITION
project was approved by the Ethics Review Board
of the Utrecht University VIEW]. The current study
used data of target adolescents and their friends
who filled out the questionnaire at Wave 1, which
resulted in a total sample of N = 314 (n = 244 tar-
get adolescents and n = 70 best friends). We used
data from Wave 1–3, which were available at the
time this study was conducted, as we were

EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY AND ADJUSTMENT 5
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interested in adjustment immediately after the tran-
sition and pre-transition predictors thereof. Of this
sample, 159 was female (51.6%), and adolescents
had a mean age of 11.58 (SD = 0.50). Most adoles-
cents identified as only Dutch (n = 144, 47.4%) or
Dutch and another label (n = 150, 49.3%).1 In terms
of socioeconomical status, most adolescents consid-
ered themselves better off than other Dutch adoles-
cents, as measured with the Cantril ladder (Levin
& Currie, 2014, on which 95.5% scored above the
midpoint of the ladder). All parts of data collection
were conducted in Dutch.

Measurement Instruments

Educational identity. Adolescent educational
identity was assessed with a newly constructed
questionnaire assessing educational identity pro-
cesses, titled the Educational Identity Processes
Scale (EIPS; Christiaens et al., 2021). The EIPS was
developed to be more sensitive to identity pro-
cesses as they occur in the adolescents’ school con-
text before and after school transitions. The items
are based on existing identity questionnaires that
are less sensitive to context (e.g., Dimensions of

Identity Development Scale, Luyckx et al., 2008;
Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments
Scale, Crocetti et al., 2008; Vocational Identity Sta-
tus Assessment, Porfeli et al., 2011). The measure
taps into processes of commitment, exploration,
and reconsideration. The current paper used the
pre-transition questionnaire, which does not
include reconsideration, because reconsideration
may take place for some adolescents’ post-
transition. More information on the development of
the questionnaire, its factor structure, longitudinal
measurement invariance, and validity can be found
in Christiaens et al. (2021).

A pre-transition and a post-transition version of
the EIPS exist, but the present study used the pre-
transition version at Wave 1 and Wave 2, which
contains 22 items that were rated by the adoles-
cents on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree). The pre-transition EIPS consists
of five subscales, of which the four subscales
related to commitment (i.e., commitment making
and identification with commitment subscales, con-
sisting of three and five items, respectively) and
exploration (i.e., exploration-in-breadth and
exploration-in-depth subscales, five items each)
were used for the present study. Reconsideration is
part of the post-transition measure, as it typically
takes place after adolescents have made identity
choices and explore whether these choices repre-
sent a good fit to their needs and expectations.

FIGURE 1 Conceptual model of the hypothesized relations between educational identity development, expectations, and educa-
tional and psychological outcomes. Note: The model presents the conceptually hypothesized relations between the variables of inter-
est, where “W” represents the wave at which the variable was measured. For a statistical representation of the model that was fitted
to data, we refer the reader to Figure S1.

1The other participants who filled out the item indicated to
identify as either one other group (n = 2) or two other groups
(n = 8). Apart from Dutch, participants identified as Moroccan,
Turkish, Surinamese, Antillean, Chinese, or other (e.g., English,
Slovenian, Syrian).
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Example items measuring commitment and explo-
ration are: “The school I want to attend really fits
me” and “I am comparing different types of
schools to find out which school fits me best”,
respectively. For a full overview of the items,
please see Christiaens et al. (2021). Because there
was substantial covariance between the latent
factors of commitment making and identification
with commitment (b = .78, p < .001 and b = .95,
p < .001, at W1 and W2, respectively) and
exploration-in-breadth and exploration-in-depth
(b = .72, p < .001 and b = 0.72, p < .001), respec-
tively, the subscales were combined into one mean
score of commitment and one score of exploration
per wave. The EIPS had acceptable reliability in the
present study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .84 and
.82 for the commitment scale at Wave 1 and 2, and
.90 and .89 for the exploration scale, respectively.

Own pre-transition expectations. Expectations
of adolescents regarding their own academic and
social functioning post-transition were measured at
Wave 2 with six items (3 for academic and 3 for
social functioning) also used by Cillessen and
Mayeux (2007). The items were assessed on a scale
from 1 (completely untrue) to 7 (completely true).
Examples of the two types of functioning are: “In
my new school, I think I will be able to finish my
homework on time” (academic) and “In my new
school, I think I will have friends” (social). An
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) suggested that
either a one-factor or two-factor model would fit
the data well, following results from a parallel
analysis and visual inspection of the scree plot.
Because the two factors in the two-factor model
were highly correlated (r = .71) and the one-factor
model fits well with our outcome variable also
combining academic and social aspects of school
functioning, we selected this as the most appropri-
ate model. A Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
confirmed this model fit the data well (CFI = 1.000,
RMSEA < 0.001). Thus, all items were averaged
into one score of expectations. The overall scale
had acceptable reliability, with an alpha of .90.

Negative parental academic expecta-
tions. Negative parental academic expectations
were assessed at Wave 2 with a newly developed
measure as the extent to which adolescents felt
their parents doubted their academic capabilities
(i.e., reflected doubt). The scale was based on items
from existing questionnaires on parental academic
expectations and reflected doubt (see e.g., Pinquart
& Ebeling, 2020). The youth-report measure

consisted of five items, which were answered on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = completely untrue to
5 = completely true). An example item is: “My par-
ents doubt whether I can attain the level of school-
ing of the school I want to attend” (all items are
reported in Table S1). An EFA indicated that the
five items all loaded on a single latent factor, fol-
lowing parallel analysis and a visual inspection of
the scree plot. The model was shown to have good
fit to the data after allowing for a covariance
between the residuals of item 1 and 2 (CFA model
fit: CFI = 1.000, RMSEA < 0.001). Therefore, scores
on the five items were averaged into one score of
reflected doubt. A higher score indicated more neg-
ative expectations. The scale showed acceptable
internal consistency (a = .76).

School adjustment. Adolescents reported about
their school adjustment at Wave 2 and 3. Two
items that were based on suggestions by the CITO
[Central Institute for Test Development] were used
to assess school functioning: “In the past week, how
was your school performance?” and “In the past
week, how did doing your homework go?” The
items were assessed on a scale from 1 (very poor/
poorly) to 5 (very well). Reliability of the scale was
acceptable, with an alpha of .75 and .76 at Wave 2
and 3, respectively. School engagement was mea-
sured with three items from the Engagement Ver-
sus Disaffection with Learning Scale (Skinner
et al., 2008) that reflected behavioral engagement.
The items were “I try hard to do well in school”,
“In class, I work as hard as I can”, and “When I’m
in class, I listen very carefully”. The items were
responded to on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = com-
pletely untrue to 5 = completely true). Reliability was
again acceptable, with an alpha of .70 and .73 at
Wave 2 and 3, respectively. School belonging was
measured with six of the social connectedness
items reported in Jose et al. (2012) focused on
school connectedness. These items tapped into the
relation with teachers (e.g., “The teachers at school
respect me”; three items) and an overall sense of
communion with school (e.g., “I am proud of
belonging to my school”; three items), which were
assessed on a scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree). Inspecting the results of a parallel
analysis and scree plots, an EFA suggested that a
one-factor model fit the data best, and had accept-
able fit to the data at Wave 2 and 3 after allowing
items 1 and 6 and items 3 and 5 to covary (CFA
model fit: CFI = 1.000 and RMSEA < 0.001 and
CFI = 0.980 and RMSEA = 0.082, respectively).
Therefore, a single mean score was created of all

EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY AND ADJUSTMENT 7
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six items. The factor structure, item intercepts,
loadings, and residual variances were invariant
across the two time points (Table S2), thus suggest-
ing that the measure could be meaningfully used
to examine effects over time. The reliability of the
scale was good in the present study (a = .85 and
.83 at Wave 2 and 3, respectively).

Psychological adjustment. Psychological
adjustment was reported by the adolescents at
Wave 2 and 3. Internalizing problems were assessed
with the Revised Child Anxiety and Depression
Scale (RCADS; Chorpita et al., 2000). The measure
consists of 47 items that tap into depression and
several specific types of anxiety (e.g., social phobia,
generalized anxiety, panic disorder) and were
answered on a scale from 1 (never) to 4 (always). An
example item measuring generalized anxiety is “I
worry something bad will happen to me”. In the
past, the RCADS has been shown to have good
reliability and validity (Chorpita et al., 2005). The
internalizing problems items showed good internal
consistency, with an alpha of .95 and .96 at Wave 2
and 3, respectively. Externalizing problems were
assessed with 36 items from the Youth Self Report
(Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst et al., 1997). The items
were part of the subscales of aggressive behavior
and delinquent behavior, and the response scale
ranged from 1 (never) to 3 (often). An example item
is “I fight a lot”. Reliability of the scale was accept-
able in this study (a = .86 and .82 at Wave 2 and 3,
respectively).

School choice reasons. During the interviews
of Wave 1, target participants (n = 244, interviews
of n = 241) verbally responded to several questions
about the upcoming school transition. Specifically,
participants were asked “Could you please tell me
about the school that you want to go to next year?
Did you already make the choice for a school to go
to?”. Depending on whether or not they had
already made the choice for a specific school, they
were then asked “To what school do you want to
go? Can you tell me how you came to this choice
and what you have done to make this choice?” or
“Can you tell me what you have done so far to
make the choice for a school and why you aren’t
sure yet?”, respectively. Interviewers could repeat
the question for the purpose of clarification, but
could provide no new information or examples to
prompt answers from the participants.

The resulting answers were first transcribed and
then coded to capture what reasons participants
named for their (potential) school choice. We

developed a new coding system consisting of three
parts: (1) whether or not a reason was named, (2)
whether the reason was something absent or pre-
sent at the new school, and (3) whether the reason
was seen as a cost or a benefit. Reasons that were
too vague were not coded, such as wanting to go
to a school because it seemed “nice”. Reasons were
grouped into 12 categories, and per interview zero,
one, or more categories could be coded (see
Table S5 for an overview of the possible reasons).

To set up the coding system, the first author
(FA) first created initial categories of reasons based
on research on parental reasons for the secondary
school choice (e.g., geographical closeness to home,
extracurricular opportunities; from Denessen
et al., 2001, 2005; Hughes et al., 1994; Hunter, 1991;
Morgan et al., 1993). Second, based on a random
selection of 20 interview transcripts, FA edited this
system together with a graduate student (GS) to
form an initial coding system. Third, FA and GS
explained the coding system to an undergraduate
student and practiced using the same 20 inter-
views. At this stage, changes could still be made to
the coding system. When the coders were suffi-
ciently trained in the use of the coding system, the
other transcripts were coded by FA and the under-
graduate student. The duo independently coded 30
interviews per week. Disagreements were dis-
cussed during weekly meetings, after which a final
code would be chosen following consensus. Relia-
bility (j) across all interviews for the pre-consensus
cod was .80 across the two coders (82.1% inter-
coder agreement), which suggested the interviews
were coded reliably (Syed & Nelson, 2015). Fur-
thermore, to test for drift during the coding pro-
cess, FA and the undergraduate student recoded
the training interviews after finishing the coding of
all transcripts. Reliability was calculated between
the originally assigned codes and the codes
assigned at the very end of the coding process, and
was also good (j = .81, 82.9% agreement), indicat-
ing that coder drift was limited. Interview tran-
scription and coding commenced in Dutch, after
which the coding system was translated to English
for sharing with an international audience. A full
overview of the coding procedure is provided on
the OSF page: https://osf.io/478yx/.

Statistical Plan

To examine whether pre-transition educational
identity, own expectations, and negative parental
expectations predicted post-transition school and
psychological adjustment, a Structural Equation

8 DE MOOR AND BRANJE
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Model (see Figure S1) was fitted using the lavaan R
package (Rosseel, 2012). Specifically, we fitted one
model that included an intercept (level) and a
slope (change) factor of educational commitment
and educational exploration measured at Wave 1
and Wave 2. We tested the effects of the intercept
and slope factors in addition to own expectations
and negative parental expectations on post-
transition adjustment. School adjustment and psy-
chological adjustment were modeled as two latent
constructs, for which the specific measures were
manifest indicators (i.e., school functioning, school
engagement, and school belonging for school
adjustment and internalizing and externalizing
problems for psychological adjustment). Gender
(Wave 1) was included as a control variable for
psychological adjustment, as there are known gen-
der differences in internalizing and externalizing
problems (Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). Covariances
were included between all predictors and also
between the latent school adjustment and psycho-
logical adjustment variables. Because normality
tests pointed to multivariate non-normality in our
predictors (Royston’s test: H = 80.32, p < .001), we
used a robust maximum likelihood estimator for
our main analyses.2 Furthermore, because our data
for a part consisted of duos of friends, we
accounted for this partial dependency in the data
by controlling for clustering of the data.

Model fit was evaluated with the Root Mean
Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA;
Steiger, 1989) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI;
Bentler, 1990). Specifically, an RMSEA of ≤0.08 and
a CFI of ≥0.90 were considered to indicate accept-
able model fit (Hooper et al., 2008). An alpha of .05
was used to test the significance of effects.

In addition to these quantitative tests, we quali-
tatively examined the reasons provided by partici-
pants for their (tentative) choice for a school. We
did this by providing the distribution of reasons
provided in the transcribed interviews. Finally, to
explore the link between the quantitative and qual-
itative methods, we estimated the correlations
between the number of reasons provided by partic-
ipants and their exploration score on Wave 1 and
Wave 2 and included the number of reasons as
predictor in our Structural Equatmodel (see Fig-
ure 1 for a conceptual overview).

RESULTS

Quantitative Analysis of Post-Transition
Adjustment

Descriptive statistics and correlations of the
study variables. We first examined the descrip-
tive statistics of and correlations between the study
variables (Table 1). Correlations between the main
study variables were mostly significant and in the
expected direction. That is, higher levels of com-
mitment and exploration at Wave 1 and 2 were
correlated with more positive school adjustment
outcomes, except for the correlation of exploration
at Wave 1 and 2 with school functioning at Wave 3
and the correlation of commitment at Wave 2 with
school functioning and school engagement at Wave
3. Commitment and exploration were also related
to higher own and lower negative parental expecta-
tions, but not to internalizing and externalizing
problems. More positive own and less negative
parental expectations were also correlated with bet-
ter school adjustment and psychological adjust-
ment. The school adjustment and psychological
adjustment outcomes were all positively intercorre-
lated, except for externalizing problems with own
expectations of post-transition social and academic
functioning.

Identity and expectations as predictors of post-
transition adjustment. To examine whether com-
mitment, exploration, own expectations, and nega-
tive parental expectations were predictors of post-
transition adjustment, we fitted a model including
an intercept and slope factor for commitment and
exploration (see Table 2 and 3 for an overview of
the intercept and slope factors, and the regression
coefficients, respectively). This model fit the data
well (RMSEA = 0.064, CFI = 0.946). The model
indicated that there was a positive slope for com-
mitment and a negative slope for exploration,

2Our final analyses diverge in several ways from the initial
pre-registered plan. First, we initially planned to estimate sepa-
rate models for commitment and exploration, to reduce model
complexity. Second, we first planned to constrain the factor
loadings of the slope factor to �1 and 1, respectively, in line
with a sum and difference score interpretation (see e.g., Nelson
et al., 2006). Because an intercept and slope interpretation may
be more familiar to readers, we have adjusted this. Third,
because our data reflected adolescents and in some cases a self-
selected friend, we controlled for clustering in the data. Finally,
our initial plan stated that we would control for adjustment out-
comes at Wave 2 so that we could predict relative change in our
outcomes from Wave 2 to Wave 3. However, because the fit of
this model to the data was unacceptable, we instead present this
model in Table S4, and in the main manuscript present the
model without these control variables. Interestingly, after includ-
ing the W2 datapoints of the outcome variables as controls in
our model, most effects fell away, suggesting that for a part
these effects already play out via earlier adjustment.

EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY AND ADJUSTMENT 9
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indicating that across the year before the school
transition, adolescents tended to increase in their
commitment to a school choice and to decrease in
their exploration behavior. Moreover, for both com-
mitment and exploration the intercept and slope
factors were negatively associated, meaning that
youth who committed and explored more at the
start of the year experienced less change across the
remainder of the year (see Table S3 for an over-
view of all covariance estimates). In addition, there
was also an association between the factors of com-
mitment and exploration. In particularly, youth
who explored more also committed more at the
start of the year. Moreover, those who experienced
more change in their commitment also tended to
change more in their exploration behavior.

With regard to predictive effects on post-
transition adjustment, our analyses indicated sev-
eral effects on school adjustment. More exploration,
but not commitment, at the start of the year before
the transition predicted better post-transition
school adjustment. Moreover, youth who experi-
enced a decrease in exploration across the year
were more likely to report higher post-transition
school adjustment. Negative parental expectations
were also associated with school adjustment, such
that adolescents who perceived less negative expec-
tations of their parents before the school transition
were better adjusted in their secondary school.
Regarding psychological adjustment, commitment but
not exploration appeared predictive of how well
youth did post-transition. In particular, adolescents
who were more committed to a school choice at
the start of the year before the transition reported
lower post-transition adjustment. Moreover, having
less positive expectations themselves and

TABLE 1
Descriptives of and Correlations Between the Main Study Variables (N = 314)

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.

1. Commitment W1
2. Exploration W1 0.26*
3. Commitment W2 0.46* 0.16*
4. Exploration W2 0.15* 0.57* 0.24*
5. Own expectations W2 0.26* 0.32* 0.55* 0.30*
6. Negative parental expectations W2 �0.19* �0.12 �0.32* �0.02 �0.34*
7. School functioning W3 0.15* 0.13 0.08 0.14 0.23* �0.26*
8. School engagement W3 0.18* 0.25* 0.08 0.24* 0.18* �0.22* 0.60*
9. School belonging W3 0.22* 0.16* 0.19* 0.20* 0.22* �0.37* 0.48* 0.56*
10. Internalizing problems W3 0.03 �0.04 �0.01 �0.04 �0.19* 0.16* �0.31* �0.18* �0.30*
11. Externalizing problems W3 0.01 �0.07 0.05 �0.05 �0.06 0.15* �0.34* �0.37* �0.27* 0.38*
Mean 3.79 3.46 4.26 3.29 5.83 1.47 3.84 3.93 4.01 1.47 1.16
SD 0.71 0.76 0.60 0.80 0.83 0.58 0.71 0.62 0.64 0.38 0.15

*p < .05.

TABLE 2
Mean and Variance Estimates of the Latent Commitment and

Exploration Factors and Covariance Between the Factors
(N = 314)

Mean p Variance p

Commitment intercept 3.82 <.001 .47 <.001
Commitment slope 0.45 <.001 .47 <.001
Exploration intercept 3.45 <.001 .60 <.001
Exploration slope �0.18 .001 .55 <.001

Bolded is significant at a < .05.

TABLE 3
Regression Coefficients of Commitment, Exploration and Expec-

tations on School and Psychological Adjustment (N = 314)

b SE b p

Predictors of school adjustment
Commitment intercept �.01 .10 �.02 .909
Commitment slope �.12 .09 �.17 .178
Exploration intercept .14 .06 .23 .022

Exploration slope .12 .05 .19 .018

Own expectations W2 .08 .07 .15 .231
Negative parental expectations W2 �.28 .08 �.35 <.001

Predictors of psychological adjustmenta

Commitment intercept .11 .05 .26 .030
Commitment slope .10 .05 .23 .053
Exploration intercept �.03 .04 �.08 .366
Exploration slope �.01 .04 �.03 .756
Own expectations W2 �.09 .05 �.25 .059
Negative parental expectations W2 .13 .05 .25 .007

Gender (female) .19 .08 .32 .015

Bolded is significant at a < .05.
aAs psychological adjustment was loaded on by the manifest
internalizing and externalizing problems variables, a higher
score on the latent variable reflects lower psychological adjust-
ment.
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perceiving that one’s parents had less positive
expectations was associated with lower psychologi-
cal adjustment in secondary school. Lastly, being
female was also predictive of lower psychological
adjustment.

Qualitative Analysis of School Choice

To better understand the school aspects that are
important to adolescents when making their choice
for a secondary school, we coded participants’
responses regarding their school choice and the
steps they had taken to make that choice. In total,
of the 241 target adolescents who participated in
the interview, 46 did not name any reason for their
school choice. In some cases, this was due to them
not yet having started to consider the school transi-
tion, but in other cases adolescents had already
made a choice or were quite certain of a choice but
did not provide any reasons for that choice. For
instance, they said “It just seems like a school that
fits me.”

The remaining 195 interviews contained one or
more reasons for the school choice. In total, 384
codes were assigned, with most adolescents pro-
viding one (n = 73) or two reasons (n = 75), and a
smaller group providing three (n = 31), four
(n = 12), and five (n = 4) reasons. As can be seen in
Table 4, the most often cited reason regarded
interest-related (extra)curricular activities or the
focus of the curriculum of schools (n = 75),

followed closely by friends or family already being
at a school (n = 70). Also often named reasons
were the attractiveness of the school (n = 59), the
distance from home (n = 48), and the educational
climate (n = 46). The least often mentioned reasons
were non-interest-related extracurricular activities
(n = 4) and having the expectancy to make new
friends at a particular school (n = 3). A full
description of the distribution of codes across the
sample including absence/presence and cost/bene-
fit differentiation is provided in Table S6.

From these findings, we can see that many ado-
lescents cited reasons related to the educational
part of school. That is, many adolescents named
reasons related to the school curriculum or the par-
ticular subjects that were taught at a school (e.g., a
technical curriculum focus, bilingual education,
specific language course), or reasons related to the
school climate (school factors that focus on the
more abstract “how things are done”, e.g., focus on
individual learning, an anti-bullying climate, or a
focus on independent working). Interestingly, these
reasons were often cited as reasons to go to a
school (n = 64 and n = 36, respectively), but were
sometimes also cited as reasons not to go there
(n = 11 and n = 10), either because a school lacked
a desirable subject or focus or because the school
had an undesirable subject or focus.

Adolescents also valued the practical aspects of
a school, such as the attractiveness of the building
(e.g., modernity and esthetic appeal, location,

TABLE 4
Frequency of Reasons Given to (not) Attend a Particular School by the Participants (N = 241)

Number of participants (%)

Pleasure and esthetical reasons
Non-interest-related extracurricular activities 4 (1.7%)
Attractiveness of the school building, location, and/or classrooms 59 (24.5%)

Interest reasons

Interest-related (extra)curricular activities or focus of the curriculum 75 (31.1%)
School has a good reputation 22 (9.1%)
Quality of education 6 (2.5%)

School climate reasons

Denomination of school 14 (5.8%)
Educational climate/pedagogical views 46 (19.1%)

Social reasons

Friends or family attend school 70 (29.0%)
Expectancy of new friends 3 (1.2%)
Parents say it is a good school for adolescent 13 (5.4%)

Practical reasons

School is within easy reach 48 (19.9%)
Big school of class size 24 (10.0%)

The bolded categories were used for categorization only; they were not used in the coding process. Note that the total N of reasons is
higher than the number of participants, because participants could name multiple reasons in their interview.

EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY AND ADJUSTMENT 11
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layout) and the distance from home. For instance,
with regard to attractiveness, several participants
mentioned having separate buildings or separate
cafeteria for the junior and senior years as a reason
to choose that school. The fact that the distance to
school was often mentioned is not surprising, as
many Dutch adolescents cycle to school. In line
with this, a school being far away was often listed
as a reason not to go there (n = 15) and a school
being nearby as a reason to go there (n = 30). How-
ever, there were also two participants who men-
tioned a larger distance as a reason to choose a
particular school.

Finally, it appeared that the social aspect of
school was also weighed heavily in adolescents’
choice for a secondary school. Interviews in which
friends or family already being at or going to a
school was mentioned, mostly listed current class-
mates and older siblings, but some also listed a
family member working at a school. Although
most participants who mentioned family or friends
already attending a school did so as a reason to go
to the school (n = 67), some also named a sibling
attending as a reason not to go there (n = 2).

Explorative Analyses: Linking Quantitative and
Qualitative Data

In addition to our main analyses, we explored the
associations between the school choice interview
and the questionnaire data. We first examined
whether the number of different reasons mentioned
in the interview correlated with adolescents’ self-
reported exploration behavior at Wave 1 and Wave
2. Unexpectedly, the number of reasons mentioned
was not significantly correlated with exploration at
Wave 1 (r = .04, p = .519), but was moderately pos-
itively associated with exploration at Wave 2
(r = .21, p = .004). This indicates that on average,
adolescents who reported more reasons substantiat-
ing their school choice also self-reported more
exploration behavior later in the school year.

Then, we entered the variable capturing the
number of different reasons mentioned as a predic-
tor in the model described above. In this model
(RMSEA = 0.069, CFI = 0.922), the number of dif-
ferent reasons named in the interview was not pre-
dictive of better later psychological or school
adjustment (see Table S7).

DISCUSSION

The transition to secondary school is an important
moment in adolescents’ lives, and may be

accompanied by changes in their school adjustment
(Mart�ınez et al., 2011; Wigfield et al., 2006) and
mental health (Hanewald, 2013; Symonds & Gal-
ton, 2014). Importantly, these positive or negative
changes may persist throughout secondary school
(Eccles et al., 1997; Nelemans et al., 2018). As such,
it is important to timely identify adolescents who
are at risk of negative adjustment in their new
school. The present study examined educational
identity processes related to the school choice, own
expectations, and parental expectations as potential
predictors of post-transition adjustment. In addi-
tion, it explored the reasons that adolescents
named for their school choice, and linked the num-
ber of different reasons adolescents gave to identity
processes and post-transition adjustment.

Predictors of Post-Transition Adjustment

Educational identity. Based on previous work
on academic (e.g., De Moor et al., 2019; Roeser
et al., 2012) and psychological outcomes (Crocetti
et al., 2012, 2013), educational identity was
expected to predict school and psychological
adjustment. Our analyses indeed indicated some
links of pre-transition educational identity pro-
cesses with post-transition adjustment, although
not always in the expected direction. First, and in
line with our expectations, the findings showed
that engaging in more exploration at the start of
the last year of primary school was related to better
school adjustment. This seems to suggest that dur-
ing a time where exploration is normative, doing
so is beneficial for one’s adjustment in the new
school. It also provides some evidence for the
notion that exploration of the different school
options may help adolescents find the school that
provides them good person-environment fit
(Symonds & Galton, 2014). That is, adolescents
who explored their options well may have been
better able to figure out which subjects they were
good in, which they enjoyed, and which schools
offered a curriculum in line with these own quali-
ties. Less formally too, adolescents who explored
may have had a better idea of what schools offered
them the best fit in terms of practical and social
aspects. Second, also in line with our hypotheses,
decreases in exploration across the year predicted
better school adjustment. Thus, it appears that
youth who explored the school options well before
settling on a choice were better adjusted than those
who kept exploring. Third, and contrary to our
hypotheses, youth who reported a stronger com-
mitment at the start of the final year of primary

12 DE MOOR AND BRANJE

 15327795, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jora.12801 by C

ochrane N
etherlands, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/11/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



school reported poorer psychological adjustment.
This was surprising, as we had expected that hav-
ing stronger commitments would be related to bet-
ter outcomes, as has also been evidenced in
previous work (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2012, 2013).
However, it should be noted that there was no
zero-order correlation between commitment and
later internalizing or externalizing problems. Thus,
it is possible that after controlling for the variance
explained by exploration, this association reflects a
sort of foreclosed identity process.

Own and parental expectations. With regard to
own and parental expectations of adolescent social
and academic functioning in secondary school, our
results indicated that adolescents who perceived
less negative parental expectations experienced bet-
ter school adjustment after the school transition.
Own expectations were also related to better psy-
chological adjustment, and less negative parental
expectations to better school and psychological
adjustment, but not after controlling for adjustment
before the transition. These findings are in line
with our hypotheses and previous related work
(e.g., Chatterjee & Sinha, 2013; Jindal-Snape & Can-
tali, 2019). The fact that most of these effects fell
away when controlling for pre-transition adjust-
ment suggests that when adolescents are better
adjusted, both they and their parents have more
positive expectations of them being so in the
future, which in turn is related to future adjust-
ment. For example, an adolescent with high grades
and high popularity will have expectations of sec-
ondary school that are in line with this. The finding
that pre-transition functioning also emerged as
strong predictive factor further suggests that
adjustment is quite stable across the transition;
adolescents who are poorly adjusted in primary
school tend to remain so in secondary school.

Reasons for the School Choice

Our study further aimed to shed light on the rea-
sons that adolescents have for choosing a particular
school, using a newly developed coding system.
Reasons named by adolescents may represent con-
crete exploration behaviors and provide insight
into how adolescents find autonomy within the
school choice process. Many of the adolescents in
our study were able to name one or more reasons
for their school choice, indicating that they had
already thought about the school choice and about
reasons that may play a role in their choice. This
also suggests that even within a context in which

opportunities for autonomy are limited (i.e., by
educational advice), most adolescents were able to
find ways to autonomize their school choice. The
reasons named by adolescents were highly diverse
and often adolescents named multiple reasons as
the foundation for their school choice, suggesting
that they take into account different aspects of
schools in making their school choice. They most
often named reasons related to the educational
aspects of schools, such as subjects or focus of the
curriculum and educational climate. That adoles-
cents highly valued the educational aspects of
schools is in line with work on interests and moti-
vation (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2002,
2005), and suggests that in choosing a school ado-
lescents pay close attention to what they can learn
and in what climate. This may help them maximize
their person-environment fit (Symonds & Gal-
ton, 2014) in terms of the intellectual component,
but may at large be only a small component of
adolescents’ fit in their new school. For future
research, it would therefore be interesting to see
whether making a choice based on this reason is
indeed related to better school adjustment but not
to psychological and social adjustment. Impor-
tantly, in the present study adolescents often com-
bined educational reasons with other reasons, such
as practical (i.e., attractiveness of the building and
distance to home) and social (i.e., whether or not
friends or family attended the school) reasons and,
therefore, likely covered more components of
person-environment fit.

Comparing this work with previous research in
parents (e.g., Denessen et al., 2001, 2005), there
were many similarities and some differences. Both
parents and adolescents valued school climate, the
attractiveness of the school building, and the dis-
tance of school to home. However, whereas parents
also valued order and discipline and the denomi-
nation of the school, adolescents emphasized more
the social aspects of schools in their school choice.
Clearly then, in addition to the more “formal” fac-
tors of schools, adolescents also took into account
the “informal” factors that may play a role in their
future daily lives.

Interestingly, about a fifth of our sample did not
name any reasons for their school choice. As men-
tioned in the Results, these adolescents may not yet
have thought about the school choice or may have
made a choice without considering why. Thus, this
group may reflect a mixture of two different stages
in the educational identity process: identity diffu-
sion and identity (fore)closure (Marcia, 1966). In
future work it is important to differentiate these
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adolescents and compare their post-transition
adjustment.

Linking the Quantitative and Qualitative:
Tentative Evidence for Congruence and
Complementation

Finally, this study explored the associations of our
quantitative questionnaire measures of educational
identity and school and psychological adjustment
with the quantitative coding of reasons in the inter-
views, to see if the number of different reasons
named for the school choice was indeed relevant
for exploration behavior and post-transition adjust-
ment. With regard to exploration, the number of
reasons named in the interview was positively
related to adolescents’ exploration at the end of the
last year of primary school, but not at the start.
This is noteworthy, because the reasons that are
named in the interview already reflect some kind
of exploration, else adolescents would not know
about these aspects of schools and be considering
them as pros or cons of different schools. Instead,
this correlation suggests that thinking about aspects
of schools that are important to you may be a first
step in the exploration process, and is associated
with later more in-depth exploration of different
schools and their fit with oneself. The number of
reasons adolescents name for their school choice
was not predictive of post-transition psychological
and school adjustment.

Strengths and Limitations

The present study had multiple strengths, most
notably in its design. It used data from before and
after the school transition, allowing us to take a
prospective approach to the transition. The study
further combined a quantitative and qualitative
method, which were used not only in complemen-
tation but also in combination. Finally, to the best
of our knowledge the present study was the first to
focus on adolescents as active agents in the school
choice, which offered unique insights into their
needs and wishes regarding secondary schools.

However, there are also some limitations that
need to be addressed. First, we had to make sev-
eral adjustments to the original analytical plan to
be able to estimate a well-fitting model, suggesting
that our original ideas about the nature of the asso-
ciations did not capture the reality of the data well.
Because we tested several models of which some
had unexpected findings, it is important that future
research replicates these findings given the

possibility of inflated false positives in the present
study. In particular, this work should examine the
directionality of the reported relations and the pos-
sibility of third variables explaining these relations.
For example, adolescents who are more extraverted
and less neurotic may report both more identity
exploration (Hatano et al., 2017; Klimstra
et al., 2012), and may additionally report better
expectations (Smith et al., 2021) and better social
and poorer educational adjustment (Kumar, 2020).
Furthermore, in the future, it may also be interest-
ing to explore alternative modeling strategies. For
instance, in the present study we used a reflective
model to capture the relation between latent vari-
ables and their indicators. Nevertheless, it could be
argued that rather than these invisible latent vari-
ables explaining the manifest scores, it is more
likely that shared variance among the manifest
scores is what makes the latent variables (i.e., for-
mative model; e.g., Lange et al., 2020). However,
because such modeling requires the formative
latent factors to be predictive of something else for
the model to be identified, we could not apply this
modeling strategy in the present work. Further-
more, although the present study addressed a
between-person question regarding adjustment in
secondary school, future research should also
explore how adolescents prepare for and experi-
ence the transition to secondary school at a within-
person level (e.g., Molenaar, 2004). Such analyses
may for example offer more insight into how ado-
lescents differentially go through the identity pro-
cess of choosing a school, and how they continue
to develop afterwards.

Second, data collection for the INTRANSITION
project took place, in part, during the COVID-19
pandemic. As a result of restrictions, participants
may have been less free to engage in exploration
behaviors such as visiting an “open house” day at
schools. It is possible that this may have affected
the scores on educational exploration reported in
this study. In addition to impacting mean level
scores, the COVID-19 pandemic may have also
made salient other aspects of the school transition
and of specific secondary schools than may have
otherwise become salient. For instance, the general
increase in home-school travel distance from pri-
mary to secondary school and the specific distance
from home of different schools may have been a
more important factor for youth during the pan-
demic. However, at the time of the study, most
people were still expecting the pandemic would be
over after the summer and, therefore, might not
have affected the choice of school so much. Still, it
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is important that future studies examine the school
transition and factors relating to school choice
when COVID-19-specific concerns are no longer an
issue. Last, the participants in our sample are not
completely representative of the Dutch population.
Although nearly half of the adolescents identified
with a second ethnic group, the majority identified
most strongly as Dutch. Moreover, in terms of
socioeconomical status, most adolescents consid-
ered themselves better off than most of the Dutch
population.

CONCLUSION

The aim of the present study was to examine educa-
tional identity processes, own expectations, and par-
ental expectations in the last year of primary school
as predictors of adolescents’ post-transition adjust-
ment. Furthermore, the study qualitatively examined
the reasons that adolescents gave for their secondary
school choice, and explored associations with educa-
tional identity and post-transition adjustment. Our
findings indicate that identity processes and expec-
tations of post-transition adjustment may help dif-
ferentiate adolescents who go on to be well-adjusted
from those who experience more problems in sec-
ondary school. Furthermore, educational, practical,
and social aspects of schools appeared most impor-
tant for adolescents when choosing a secondary
school, and the number of different reasons that
adolescents gave for their school choice was associ-
ated with exploration behavior in the last year of
primary school. As such, this study provides first
insights into adolescents’ experiences and needs
across the transition to secondary school, but more
work is greatly needed.
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