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Theorising educational transitions:  communities, practice and participation 
 
Jane Tobbell – University of Bradford 
Victoria O’Donnell – University of Glasgow 
 

Transition in education benefits from an established and wide ranging literature which 

includes transition into education and transition between educational institutions, for 

children and adults alike.  Much of the literature provides rich, descriptive material which 

serves to illuminate the experiences of those managing the transitions or those undergoing 

the transitions.  However, we would argue that transition is an under-theorized 

phenomenon and as such meta-understanding and frameworks for intervention are lacking.  

In this paper we use the community of practice literature to explore the underpinning 

psychology and sociology of transition with particular reference to learner identity and 

shifting knowledge frames.  Moreover, we argue for a more politicised understanding of 

participation and employ ecological theory to explore the systemic processes which 

influence individual trajectories in education and beyond.  We conclude by arguing for an 

ethnographic approach to transition research to address the ontological imperatives which 

emerge from this proposed theoretical perspective. 

 

It is not a particularly momentous insight to predict that starting at a new educational institution will 

involve multiple changes.  Even without conducting systematic research many discontinuities could 

be predicted:  physical location, peer and carer relationships, social and academic expectations 

and levels of control.  The goal of a successful transition might be constructed as individual 

students and pupils coming to terms with such discontinuities and learning to manage them 

(Fabian 2000).  Such constructions would indicate the necessity for research which investigates 

the discontinuities and seeks to understand individual reactions to them.  In this paper we explore 

literature which describes discontinuities at three transition stages:  starting school, moving from a 

junior to senior school and starting university.  Whilst we acknowledge the depth of description 

provided by this research in terms of understanding the discontinuities which individuals in 

transition must manage, we question the power of the research to understand transition trajectories 

and suggest this is a result of an under-theorization of transition which has resulted in restrictive 

research methodologies and a neglect of the psychology of transition. 

 

Transition to school 

 

In this section we provide a necessarily brief review of the international literature which has 

examined transition to school.  Because of the very different ages (between four and seven) at 

which children start school around the world the review includes kindergarten, pre-school and 

primary school research.   Dockett and Perry (2004) address the issue of what constitutes a good 

transition into school.  To do this they presented parents and teachers with 20 pre-determined 
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criteria (e.g. the child knows how to line up for class, the child can read, the child has friends at 

school) and asked them what was most important.  Interestingly whilst parents felt academic 

adjustment was most important, teachers identified adjustment to school context as most 

important.  Dockett and Perry argue for transition programmes which acknowledge the individual 

nature of transition in order that common goals can be achieved.  What seems most pertinent here 

is the nature of adjustment.  The questionnaire methodology used does not involve the children or 

look at the range of quotidian activities in which the children engage and as a result the picture of 

that which makes a good transition is, at best, partial. 

 

Birch and Ladd (1997) have suggested that the quality of the teacher-child relationship is important 

in understanding early school adjustment.  To investigate this they asked teachers to complete a 

questionnaire which assessed their relationships with children and correlated the results against 

standard attainment test and school and social attitude test scores of the children.  Unsurprisingly 

the attitudes of the teachers towards their relationships with the children were linked to school 

adjustment.   That the nature of the child – teacher relationship in adjusting to school is important is 

valuable information, however, the design of this research does not allow for a complex 

understanding of the development of such relationships nor about the nature of such relationships. 

 

Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta and Howes (2002) lend more support to the importance of the 

child – teacher relationship.  Again using questionnaire and standard test methodology, they 

suggest that the most important factor in predicting successful transition to school is family 

background (high socio-economic status resulting in more successful transitions) but state that a 

high quality child – teacher relationship can provide an alternative pathway for success in children 

from low socio-economic backgrounds.  An understanding of the nature of the development and 

experience of such relationships is not permitted by this methodological approach nor is an 

understanding of why family background promotes successful transition. 

 

Dockett and Perry (2002) have pointed out the absence of the child’s voice in much transition to 

school research and have talked to children about their views of successful transitions.  They note 

that almost without exception children cite knowledge of the rules which will enable them to avoid 

getting in to trouble as most important.  It seems crucial, then, to understand how children might 

acquire and use knowledge of rules and this would call for a more complex approach to research 

which situates children in the school context.  Fabian (2000) has also interviewed children at 

school and highlights the importance of communication and friendship in successful transition but 

once more the detail of how these factors develop and are acted out is lacking. 

 

 Whilst La Paro, Pianta and Cox (2000) acknowledge that transition to school has been understood 

using ecological theory they do not use this tool to explore teacher practices in facilitating transition 
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into first grade.  Brief detail is provided about the nature of the practices (flyers, meetings etc) but 

there is little discussion about the origin of such interventions or indeed their efficacy.  We would 

argue that this is a result of the lack of theory which surrounds transition, resulting in a somewhat 

ad hoc approach to its management. 

 

Podmore, Sauvao and Mapa (2003) argue for a socio-cultural perspective in considering transition 

to school and emphasise the need to understand the context of school for each child.  However, 

they rely on interview data and whilst rich information can result from such an approach, the data 

are necessarily framed within the limits of self-report methodology. 

 

This brief review serves to highlight major omissions from the literature.  Given recent 

conceptualisations of learning as participation in valued practices (Lave and Wenger 1991) in a 

given context, the literature does not provide detail or understanding of what actually happens in a 

classroom; the practices which construct participation and so learning.  Children acknowledge the 

need to know the rules but there is little information of what constitutes these rules or how children 

negotiate them.  Teachers and parents recognise the importance of relationship but the nature of 

these relationships in the school is  not discussed.  School is a societally constructed institution 

designed to promote learning, yet the content of that which must be learned remains unexplored.  

There is an identifiable assumption that the nature of practice, the content of learning or the acts 

which construct relationship are unimportant in understanding how children negotiate them.   

 

The importance of action and context is further highlighted in the following review of transition from 

junior to senior school, which argues that much transition research fails to acknowledge the 

contextual shifts in practice in which learning and relationship are embedded, the negotiation of 

which constitutes the major work of transition. 

 

Transition from junior to senior school 

The junior to senior school literature broadly falls in to two types:  traditional psychological research 

which positions transition problems as a normative problem associated with adolescent dysfunction 

and descriptive educational research (Tobbell 2003).  The psychological methodology is largely 

questionnaire based.  Koenig and Gladstone (1998) suggest that girls who are experiencing the 

changes associated with adolescence at the same time as a school transition show increased 

levels of dysphoria (feeling ill at ease).  In their research they used the Beck Depression Index and 

the Pubertal Development Scale.  The questionnaire methodology seems to call for the acceptance 

of many assumptions surrounding notions of development, adolescence and depression.  

Simmons et al. (1987) discuss the dramatic shift in biological and social definition that 

accompanies many school transitions and report that experiencing these multiple changes puts 
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some groups at risk.  Again the methodology was ‘measurement’ based (Simmons & Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem scale, Grade Point Averages, pubertal change scores, early dating behaviour, 

geographic mobility and major family disruption scores).  The results are non-conclusive.  The girls 

in the sample reported self esteem drops, according to the measure, when involved in multiple 

changes but the boys did not.  The researchers conclude that girls are more vulnerable to the life 

stressors – they do not consider that the results might be a function of their methodological 

approach and that the answers to questionnaires which purport to ‘measure’ such a complex 

concept as self-esteem may reflect gender differences in the construction and reporting of feelings 

(Haug 1998).  These gendered results were supported by Hirsch & Rapkin (1987), though in 

general they report that self-esteem measures rose by the end of grade 7, they caution that for a 

sub-set of adolescents (which ones is unspecified) this may not be the case.  Eckert (1994) 

challenges any simplistic understanding of notions of gender and self-esteem in the approach to 

and experience of adolescence.  She points out that reported drops in self-esteem tend to reflect 

certain cultural groups, specifically white middle class girls.  African American girls report a reverse 

trend.  She suggests that such results stem from the developmental imperative to move from 

childhood to womanhood and should more properly be understood as a discursive rather than a 

biological phenomenon. 

 

Naughton (1997), in a study of 101 year 6 Irish pupils, also notes the developmental significance of 

the transition age, she states: ‘most researchers view the coincidence of early adolescence with 

the schooling transition as problematic, issues of personal development occurring simultaneously 

with issues of adjustment to new educational structures and practices.’ (p312).  Thus, it cannot be 

the change in practices per se that causes problems but the concomitant onset of adolescence.  

Bourcet (1998) in his research based in France also concentrates on self-report measures to 

examine the quality of adolescents’ coping mechanisms in a new school, which are found to be 

problematic in conjunction with transition changes.  It is interesting that whilst transition is 

acknowledged as a phenomenon worthy of attention at many ‘stages’ in life, in moving from junior 

to senior school, age specific biological norms are invoked as an explanation. 

 

The remaining literature describes discontinuities as a result of transition.  Three major 

discontinuities have been identified as: curriculum shifts (Williams and Jephcote 1993, Stable 

1995, Huggins and Knight 1997, Tobbell 2005), shifts from multiple teaching strategies in junior 

schools to restricted teaching approaches in senior schools (Doyle and Harrington 1998, Galton 

and Pell 2002, Tobbell 2003) and environmental discontinuities such as changing classrooms 

every lesson, lack of space to play, no personal space (Pointon 2000, Comber and Galton 2003, 

Tobbell 2005).  Pointon (2000) and Tobbell (2003, 2005) have talked to children about transition 

and found that whilst many of the new senior pupils value the extended curriculum available in 
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senior schools, a significant number experience the new school as controlling and impersonal 

when compared to their junior school. 

 

Given that transition has been identified as an issue (we are deliberately avoiding the word 

problem in this paper as we would argue that transition is not a problem per se but rather a fact of 

most people’s lives and to problematise it in the literature is to construct transition in a specific 

way) throughout most educational careers it seems reductive to attribute a developmental 

explanation such as the passage through adolescence to one particular type of transition.  A more 

productive avenue for research seems to be the nature of the discontinuities and the reasons why 

they should impact on student performance.  In theory senior schools continue where junior 

schools stop, so the mathematics work moves from simple algebra to calculus, the English 

literature from Wind in the Willows to Shakespeare and a simplistic view would predict students 

would move along with the knowledge.  However, this is not the case.  Instead the context of 

where and how this knowledge is presented serves to construct the learning.  One of us followed 

children from junior to senior school and observed how the practices which surrounded maths 

lessons (the pen to use, the position and form of the date, the width of margins) served to deskill 

children and over a two week period their performance diminished (Tobbell 2005).  We would 

argue, then, that research which neglects context cannot fully address issues in transition. 

 

In the following section we review transition into university and highlight the heterogeneous nature 

of the student body and in so doing demonstrate the need for a theoretical framework which 

situates individuals in the transition context. 

Transition to University 

 

As with research in transition from junior to senior school, the literature on transition to higher 

education (HE) is rich in description and provides insights into student experience.  Yet students in 

higher education are not a homogeneous group.  The British government’s policies on widening 

access and increasing participation mean that students in HE comprise increasing numbers of 

adult returners.  A body of research now provides us with rich descriptions of adult students’ 

transitions to higher education, and of the differences in these experiences between traditional 

school leavers and adult returners, and between groups of students from differing socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

 

Exploring the difficulties which students have or have had, in transition to higher education reveals 

themes such as study skills (e.g. Rhodes et al. 2002, Haggis & Pouget 2002) and feelings of 

alienation (e.g. Walker Matthew & Black 2004).  In much research the academic and the social 

aspects of transition are explored separately.  Macaro and Wingate (2004) investigated the 

transition of state-educated language students to a prestige university, in terms of their motivation 
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and strategies for managing the differences in language learning techniques between school and 

university.  Brown, Springett and Szulecka (1986) questioned undergraduates in their final term at 

university about whether they have ever considered leaving, what factors influenced their decision 

to stay, and what might be done to make the transition to university easier.  Cassidy and Trew 

(2001) carried out a longitudinal study examining identity change in a group of sixth formers who 

were then followed up one year later, mid-way through their first year at university.   

 

Walker, Matthew and Black (2004) examined the success of a pre-university-entry programme 

designed to provide academic and social preparation for pupils from disadvantaged schools, whilst 

Rhodes et al. (2002) examined the support available to students making the transition from further 

to higher education.  Ramsay (2004) explored an Australian university bridging course for adult 

returners from a low socio-economic background.  Lucas (1990) evaluated a similar programme in 

the north of England, on the extent to which it provided adequate preparation for university study, 

and asked students to rate their adjustment to university life on social and academic grounds.  

Reay (2002) explored the particular problems faced by adults from working-class backgrounds, in 

making the transition to HE. 

 

This body of research reveals the richness and diversity of students’ transitions to HE, and gives a 

clear insight into some of the difficulties which different groups face.  Academic preparation is one 

factor which students identify as key to their transition.  Having appropriate study skills eases the 

transition (Walker et al. 2004), as is an appreciation of the independent nature of learning at 

university (Brown et al. 1986), though barriers to transition can then be created if students perceive 

a mismatch between their own learning style and that which is required at university (Rhodes et al. 

2002). 

 

Social integration is a key theme in some early research.  For example, Brown et al’s (1986) work 

suggests that accommodating first year undergraduates in halls is important to this end.  This is 

less apparent in more recent research.  The increasing numbers of students in HE who remain 

living in the parental home, coupled with increasing numbers of adult students with families and 

homes of their own make this aspect of transition less straightforward.  Reay (2002) suggests that 

issues of “fitting in” or “belonging” for adult returners, need to be understood within the context of 

class subjectivity and feelings of authenticity.  HE is viewed by many adults as a means of 

maximising and fulfilling their potential, but for working-class students this conflicts with their 

authentic working-class roots and can lead to feelings of being an impostor. 

 

The bridging course for adults from low socio-economic backgrounds, evaluated by Ramsay 

(2004), is taught in schools within those adults’ own communities, which contrasts with universities’ 

own access diploma awards, which are generally taught at the universities themselves.  The 
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courses are equivalent, yet the bridging course seems more successful.  Ramsay describes the 

content of the bridging course as helping students to recognise what they share in terms of social 

and economic circumstances, and previous educational experiences, and encourages a 

recognition that all of these have been socially constructed rather than being due to the students’ 

own lack of ability.  Ramsay hypothesises that this may counteract the students’ insecurities and 

their lack of confidence through earlier failures and could explain the course’s increased 

progression and retention rates.   

 

All of this research provides us with valuable insights into the subjective experiences of students’ 

transitions to higher education and identifies some of the key factors affecting those experiences.  

Yet little has been offered in terms of a coherent framework for understanding the psychological 

processes which underpin transition.  Only a small number of papers have attempted to theorise 

transition in this way, usually through focusing on only one type of adult student at a time, and with 

limited success. 

 

For example, Ramsay’s (2004) paper is essentially descriptive, although she suggests that 

developing students’ understanding of their own, and their communities’ location in a broader 

socio-economic context is empowering, and tentatively links this to Freire’s notion of 

conscientization.  In contrast, Cassidy and Trew (2001) use symbolic interactionism and identity 

theory to examine changes in a number of identities in school leavers over a period of transition to 

HE.  All of the eleven identities showed stability over the study period, suggesting that these 

identities are inadequate in explaining the changes experienced by individuals through transition to 

higher education.   

 

Walker et al. (2004) suggest that the pre-university entry programme for pupils from disadvantaged 

schools succeeds because it promotes a sense of belonging and preparedness.  They draw on 

theoretical models of student non-completion which focus on alienation, as suggested by Bordieu’s 

(1988) concept of habitus, and Thomas’ (2002) concept of educational habitus, referring to the idea 

that educational institutions favour the knowledge and experiences of white, middle-class, male 

social groups.  Walker et al. (2004) also refer to the work of Tinto (1975), and ideas about the 

goodness-of-fit between students and the college environment.  Students’ background traits (e.g. 

race and family socio-economic background) affect commitment to an educational institution and to 

the ultimate goal of graduation, which in turn influence integration into the social and academic 

systems of that institution.  Greater commitments lead to greater persistence on the part of the 

student and lower the chances of non-completion.  In order to incorporate the role which individual 

student difficulties might also play in decisions to persist with a course, Tinto later added factors 

including financial problems, group-specific difficulties and individual differences in voluntary 

withdrawal behaviour, as potentially affecting student commitment.  Within these theoretical 
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frameworks, Walker et al. (2004) suggest that without the pre-entry programme, these students 

would feel alienated at university because of their family background characteristics, and would 

experience a lack of commitment to the institution due to factors such as those mentioned above.  

They would therefore have difficulties integrating into the social and academic systems of the 

university and have no sense of belonging. 

 

These theoretical frameworks suggest reasons for this group of students’ difficulties which focus 

upon situational factors giving rise to feelings of alienation.  Alienation, belonging and commitment 

are umbrella terms which may conceal a range of underpinning psychological factors.  Whilst 

useful in terms of helping to label or organise different students’ subjective experiences, they do 

not provide a framework within which we might understand the psychology of those experiences. 

 

Walker et al. (2004) suggest that the programme provides academic preparation by teaching study 

skills, and social preparation by familiarising students with the campus and by meeting other 

students.  Whilst the success of the programme is clear, a theoretical framework needs to explain 

the processes underpinning the development of a sense of belonging, and be able to explain how 

being familiar with a university campus, for example, would facilitate its development. 

 

What is evident, then, is that a body of literature exists which enables us to gain insight into the 

subjective experiences of different groups of adults as they make the transition to HE.  Previous 

work has identified social and academic factors which lead to differences in those subjective 

experiences, but as yet no one theoretical psychological framework allows us to understand the 

processes which underpin those experiences.   

 
 
 
 
 
Theorising transition 

 

The three transition reviews above have served to illustrate the shifts in experience and the new 

demands inherent in joining educational institutions.  We have argued for a theoretical perspective 

which frames transition and so allows for analysis of experience and design and evaluation of 

interventions to help people manage it effectively.  In the next section we begin to construct a 

theoretical framework in which to situate and understand transition. 

 

Ecological theory 

 

It is our argument that any theoretical framework must account for the individual, their relationships 

and the context.  Educational institutions do not stand alone, they are embedded in society and 
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subject to the mores and laws of that society.  Therefore any framework must also account for the 

multiple levels of influence.  We would suggest that ecological theory, which places individuals in 

the centre of interactive systems, which represent proximal and distal relationships and processes 

on an individual’s life as well as the historical and political, provides a powerful representation of 

the transition experience.  The model details the interaction of person and environment, which 

results in idiosyncratic and dynamic developmental processes (Bronfenbrenner 1999).  Moreover, 

it allows for an analysis of the levels and direction of power and control which operate in an 

individual life. 

 

In terms of transition the model provides an overview of the many levels of change which occur.  In 

proximal processes face to face relationships change, new teachers, new colleagues and new 

friends enter the student’s life.  The organisation of the day shifts dramatically, but more than this 

there are shifts in the exo- and macro- systems which moderate experience.  If we accept that all 

these shifts work together in complex ways to constitute individual experience, then in 

understanding transition it is incumbent upon researchers to document and theorize the attendant 

processes.  One of us has highlighted the importance of this in previous research (Tobbell 2003) in 

which the influences of proximal and distal factors in the form of relationships with teachers, the 

community and wider culture in schools was discussed and the proposal made that the structure of 

secondary schools works to problematise transition.   

 

Ecological theory provides a framework for understanding the political and personal influences 

which impact on a student in transition.  In our view, however, it does not provide sufficient 

theoretical power to understand the nature of the individual and her/his trajectories as a result of 

the interacting embedded systems which frame transition.  For this we turn to Lave and Wenger 

(1991) and their notions of legitimate peripheral participation and the principles of distributed 

cognition. 

 

Communities of practice (CoP) 

 

CoP is a challenge to traditional transmission models of learning and it is in understanding its 

notions of practice and participation that the tasks of transition can be understood.  Practices, 

which serve to define a community, are constituted by and constitute the participants.  The 

community is dynamic and the members are developing continually as practices evolve.  A CoP 

does not have a set of practices set in stone, which new members acquire and perform.  Rather, in 

performance the practices are reconstituted and in new membership the practices are developed.  

To the extent that we all belong to multiple CoPs, we all have a range of different practices that we 

bring to any situation.  The practices are negotiated by the participants.  In such negotiations 

participation is a wholly social endeavour, in essence it is an exchange.  Learning is not located in 
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the individual, instead it is distributed across agent, activity and world.  In transition students are 

joining new communities, in theory they are legitimate peripheral participants in those new 

communities.  We say in theory because we would argue that participation is not inevitable in 

joining a new school or university, rather it is mediated by a multiplicity of factors which could be 

explored using an ecological model. 

 

Notwithstanding this, CoP is a useful model for understanding transition.  For example, children 

come from primary school, where they have been full participants (maybe), engaging in the most 

complex tasks in the school and possessing the most experience of the school but as they move to 

secondary school, by definition, they become peripheral participants, with no experience of their 

new community.  Their identity is unsure because they don’t know what to do, they do not know 

how to define themselves because they have no access to the practices which will shape their new 

community and so themselves as participants in that community.  This suggests that identity is a 

distributed phenomenon because it does not necessarily follow that in contexts where the student 

has a ‘personal history and continuity’ (Paechter 2003 p546) there is a concomitant lack of surety.  

The previous sections have detailed the multiple ways in which new educational contexts represent 

new ways of doing and being and this illustrates how little use previous knowledge might be.  

There is little continuity of experience. 

 

Distributed cognitions 

 

The notion of distribution becomes very important in understanding transition.  The challenges of 

transition have been discussed above and we have suggested that some research serves to 

problematise transition.  However, we challenge this and suggest that to understand it as a 

problem is to reify and separate knowledge from context.  It supposes that our internal 

representation of how to, for example, calculate a mean number, can be employed and applied 

across situation because we know how to do that and knowledge and skills are transferable.  That 

students cannot fully participate in their new institution is not a problem, it is an inevitable by-

product of human learning.  When we enter new domains we need time to understand and 

negotiate the skills necessary to function within them.  It is not possible to simply transfer 

behaviours from other domains because they may not be appropriate, instead we wait to see how 

our present knowledge and skills can be used and in so doing, this knowledge and these skills are 

developed by and in the new community and as a result the trajectory of participants is changed. 

 

So rather than being a stable, intra-individual entity, cognition is a distributed, social entity.  The 

location of the performance, constitutes that performance.  It therefore follows that to understand 

students undergoing transition a more holistic approach is needed.  It is not just a case of 
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measuring performance and attitude, rather it is about investigating the practices which shape the 

communities which construct the student’s life. 

 

Participation 

 

It is useful to consider the nature of participation and note that it is not implied by mere presence.  

Participation occurs through mutuality.  Mutuality is not just collaboration, it is all the activities of 

mutual recognition in which human beings engage in a given context: competitive acts, 

confrontation, co-operation etc.  Moreover, participation is transformative both in terms of the 

individual and the community of practice which contextualises the participation or otherwise.  It is 

this notion of mutuality which foregrounds the importance of student identity, how they participate 

(or not) and how they react to and interact with practices in the new institution is key to 

understanding the nature of individual transition. 

 

Identity and Transition 

 

A key factor in understanding transition then is identity and its trajectory in the new community of 

practice.  Identity is not, in this theoretical perspective, a stable or static notion.  Instead Wenger 

(1998) proposes that: 

 

1. Identity is fundamentally temporal 

2. The work of identity is ongoing 

3. Because it is constructed in social contexts, the temporality of identity is more 

complex than a linear notion of time 

4. Identities are defined with respect to the interaction of multiple convergent and 

divergent trajectories 

(p154) 

 

Wenger identifies different forms of trajectory, which perhaps provide interesting characterizations 

of students in transition: 

 

• Peripheral trajectories – trajectories which do not lead to full participation but do involve identity 

shifts; 

• Inbound trajectories – trajectories which suggest the goal of full participation, even when the 

participant is peripheral in the beginning; 

• Insider trajectories – even when a full participant, practice and meaning and so identity can 

shift; 
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• Boundary trajectories – those which span a number of communities of practice, linking them 

and brokering practices with them; 

• Outbound trajectories – trajectories which clearly enable participation in a future community of 

practice. 

 

The trajectory of the individual student in transition will serve to mediate participation and so 

learning.  Wenger suggests that ‘a very peripheral form of participation, for instance, may turn out 

to be central to one’s identity because it leads to something significant.’ (p155).  In a school setting 

a very peripheral trajectory may lead to school failure and the attendant life trajectory.  It could be 

argued that it is these trajectories that the transition as problem literature has mostly focused upon.  

However, it is only one form of participation and thus cannot tell the whole transition story.  

Students may equally identify an inbound trajectory, being determined to be part of the new 

institution.  Others may identity the outbound trajectory, realising that participation in the institution 

CoP will enable participation in further or higher education, which may in turn enable participation 

in the job market. 

 

As such, identity becomes not just a function of historical and contextual factors but also 

aspirational ones.  Notwithstanding this the notion of participation and trajectory involves personal 

shifts in understandings, the construction and maintenance of new personal relationships and the 

constant negotiation of meaning and identity.  To understand transition attention must be directed 

to the students, their histories and aspirations and the new community and its history and 

aspirations.  It is these issues which mediate transition. 

 

Researching transition 

 

Given the arguments above, the theoretical framework for transition might be synthesized as the 

following social ontology:  central to the understanding of transition is the notion of participation (or 

otherwise).  Such participation underpins and develops individual identities which shape learning 

and life trajectories.  The process of participation is mediated by a multiplicity of factors.  These 

factors are represented by the ecological systems.  Each level in the system represents 

relationships and affective systems, all of which work together in non-linear and non-predicable 

ways.  Thus participation is embedded within these factors and is shaped by the interaction 

between them.  The central tenet here is that participation is an ontological imperative and the 

processes which mediate it are central to understanding the psychology and sociology of transition. 

 

Sayer (2000) proposes three ontological layers which need to be addressed in research: 

 

♦ The empirical – that which we experience 
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♦ The actual – that which happens which we do not experience 

♦ The real – the existence of generative mechanisms, which result in tendencies 

 

Clearly not all methodological approaches would fulfil this demand.  We would argue that to 

address the empirical, actual and real in transition the following must be addressed in data 

collection: 

 

♦ to observe and access the practices which shape the different communities of practice of 

which the students are members; 

♦ to analyse practice which serves to include students and that which serves to exclude 

them; 

♦ to review the different levels and contexts which shape those practices; 

♦ to understand how these contexts work together to create individual contexts; 

♦ to examine the learning relationships and how these relate to the educational experience of 

the students. 

 

Clearly, more closed methodologies would not fulfil these aims.  By definition a questionnaire 

restricts data to that which is asked and seldom allows for the emergence of rich individual 

experience.  Interviews, whilst giving voice to participants, address the empirical and probably 

cannot fully address the actual and the real.  We would argue that the most appropriate approach 

is an ethnographic one.  In ethnography the explicit is rendered implicit and so the empirical, the 

actual and the real are addressed (though we acknowledge constructed through epistemological 

position).  Through the use of observation and interview moreover the implicit is rendered explicit, 

which would more directly address the actual and the real.  Moreover, ethnographic research 

allows the researcher to locate her/himself in the context of the students in transition and 

potentially access a range of meanings at all ecological levels. 

 

Summary 

 

We contend that participation is an objective reality and as such is an ontological imperative in 

transition.  We have suggested that much of the current research, although providing interesting 

description, does not fully acknowledge this reality.  We have argued for a theoretical (communities 

of practice and ecological theory) and methodological (ethnographic) framing of transition to allow 

for investigation and understanding of the individual and social processes which underpin 

participation and its role in students’ lives. 
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