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Pre-K is often the first time that children are in out of home care. The transition from home to a school-like setting, like Pre-K, is a significant period in each family’s life. It is a critical time in individual childhood development as well as in the family development and relationship to the education system. Transitions mark a child and family’s experience with the education system, and the first of these is the transition from home to school. These transitions impact social emotional development, cognitive and academic development and overall well-being.  

Transitions are changes in routine or environment and the process of moving from one routine or location to another (Harper, 2016). They are interactive processes that occur over time. The stages of a successful transition include awareness that the change is coming, settling into the new environment or activity, and then fully establishing themselves in the new environment. Individual, family, and environmental factors all impact transition. Cultural perspectives on childhood, academic expectations, family socio-economic status, individual temperament, personal competencies and family (parental) expectations of education can all influence transition to Pre-K (Harper, 2016; Tours & Dennis, 2015). 

In this research summary, we examine research and recommendations regarding this transition period. First, it is important to review why this period is important to individual children and family development. Then examine the research related to recommendations for how to support successful transition will be provided. Finally, recommendations are provided for local collaboratives and communities to support Pre-K programs and families.

Transitions and Children
Children transitioning to Pre-K are experiencing a transition to a new learning environment and often to a new role in the community structure (if they are moving to out of home care for the first time). They are transitioning either from home or from a childcare classroom to a more structured Pre-K classroom, often in a public elementary school instead of a childcare setting. They also are transitioning in role from child at home to student and larger community member (Harper, 2016). Transitions occur at the individual level as the child transitions to the identity of student, the interactive level as changing relationships and new relationships develop, and contextual levels as new dynamics develop between home and school. Tours and Dennis (2015) point out that transitions can be difficult and the more difficult they are the greater adjustment challenges and stress for children, families, and teachers. This additional stress can impact cognitive and social development for children. 

When children experience continuity in early education experience, they are more likely to demonstrate increased motivation, improved relationships, and higher academic achievement (Harper, 2016). This was also seen in the study by Berlin and colleagues (2011) that found positive impacts on children’s transition to school when the Pre-K/Kindergarten teacher was also a summer program teacher. Some of the common concerns that children have during transitioning include establishing friendships/relationships, the larger size of the classroom, school structure and limitations, classroom rules and routines, and demands of teachers and administrators (Harper, 2016). Puccioni, Froiland and Moeyaert (2020) found that when families were involved in the transition process, children had greater academic achievement, fewer problem behaviors, and lower levels of hyperactivity. Berlin, Dunning and Dodge (2011) also point out that students face transitions related to the cognitive demands of school as well as the social and emotional changes with new relationships and routines. Anderson and colleagues (2023) found that children have better social emotional development and positive attachment when they have good relationships with their teacher. 

Berlin, Dunning, and Dodge (2011) examined the impact of a 4-week summer program on children’s transition to kindergarten. They looked at social competency, pre-literacy skills, pre-numeracy skills, school routines, and parental involvement and found that the program had the greatest impact on female students and when the summer program teacher was the same as the school year teacher (Berlin, Dunning, & Dodge, 2011). Garber and colleagues (2022) found that Kindergarten teachers were more likely to provide transition support than Pre-K and early education teachers. Transition support like family home visits were more common among Pre-K teachers who work with primarily low-income populations; however, they were less likely to offer classroom visits and school orientation events. Previous studies (Harper, 2016; Barmore, 2019) found that by providing a broader array of transition support, including classroom/school visits and home visits helped provide the greatest support for transitions. Similarly, Puccioni, Froiland and Moeyaert (2020) found that when parents had more positive perceptions of teacher invitations for involvement, they were more likely to engage which was related to more positive social, emotional and cognitive outcomes in children. 

When teachers provide support with transitions, children can experience greater social emotional development, better handle conflict, and more successfully negotiate relationships (Tours & Dennis, 2015). Teachers can assist with this by helping to name emotions, creating labeling activities as part of daily transition, and helping children identify emotions and experiences. Barmore also points out that when teachers are not adequately prepared to support families and children through transitions, then children are less likely to thrive cognitively and socially. Barmore (2020) also found that when intensive support interventions (before school and at the end of the school year home visits, regular communication between teachers and families, invitations for school visits before school starts) were implemented, the gap between high- and low-income students’ math scores was reduced by 53%. These interventions were particularly helpful when working with children who may have experienced trauma. 

Transitions and Families/Caregivers
Parent engagement is a key component of successful transition to Pre-K (Harper, 2016; Puccioni, Froiland & Moeyaert, 2020). One of the best ways to support transitions for families is through home visits and regular communications. During transition, families often indicate a desire and need for more information about transition and how to prepare for the transition. They want to know how to help their child, what to expect about the transition to Pre-K, and how to prepare themselves and their child (Harper, 2016). Often parents do not fully understand the new school structure and the expectations of the teacher for both parents and students. Parents and caregivers want to be an active part of the transition planning process. For a successful transition, it is important for parents to be included (Harper, 2016; Tours & Dennis, 2015; Puccioni, Froiland & Moeyaert, 2020). When family members convey positive expectations about school and Pre-K then the transition is often much easier (Harper, 2016, Puccioni, Froiland & Moeyaert, 2020).

Often children from low-income families face greater challenges with transition due to family’s previous experience with schools, resources for preparation for school, and time and energy constraints on family members (Berlin, Dunning, Dodge, 2011). Parents and caregivers are often more comfortable when teachers initiate connection and communication (Tours & Dennis, 2015). Anderson and colleagues (2023) found that when parents actively participate and are engaged in the transition process, that outcomes are better for children and families. They also found that when there was not a defined protocol for transition, that teachers and families were less satisfied and struggled more (Anderson, et al, 2023).

Home visits and teacher communication with families can help families provide better support to children during the transition process (Berlin, Dunning, & Dodge 2011; Barmore, 2020; Anderson et al, 2023). Parents are more likely to share information and insights about their child during home visits rather than just during teacher conferences (Barmore, 2020). When these visits are done at the beginning of the school year, teachers are more prepared to help support children at school and have deeper understanding of children (Barmore, 2020).

Recommendations For Parents/Caregivers
Parents play a critical role in the transition process. Some recommendations for how to create successful and smooth transitions include (Harper, 2016; Berlin, Dunning, & Dodge, 2011):

· Provide positive verbal and non-verbal communication to students about school in general.
· Allow students and parents opportunity to explore school grounds before school begins.
· Touring key areas of the school and spending as much time on school grounds as possible.
· Conduct visits with the teacher and the classroom prior to starting the program.
· Schedule play experiences with future classmates (or new classmates) and other children.
· Engage parents and other adults in conversations about school, attendance, and activities.
· Create a broad support system for children and parents.
· Practice the new routines prior to starting Pre-K and school (time to get up, etc.0.
· Helping parents understand how to advocate for their child.
· Regularly engage with school and teachers.
· Include regular discussions about upcoming school routines. 

Recommendations For Teachers/Schools
In Garber and colleagues’ study in 2022 of 387 children in the southeastern United States, they found that Kindergarten teachers offered more transition support than Pre-K teachers. Their recommendation is that Pre-K teachers receive training and administrative support on increasing transition support for children and families. Other recommendations, particularly for teachers and schools serving low income and more diverse populations, included data sharing with other programs, home visits, school orientation and classroom visits (Garber et al, 2022).

Providing training for teachers on how to help support students and families through transitions is critical for successful transition experiences. Rous and colleagues (2010) found that most Pre-K teachers were only using 12 practices of the 25 specific practices they were asked about. The school administration, program rules, and classroom composition significantly impacts the number of transition supports that teachers utilized (Rous et al, 2010). Berlin, Dunning & Dodge (2011) also found that summer programs that provided an opportunity to get to know the teacher before the school year started helped to provide a more successful transition. They also found that programs that offered personalized, proactive, and intensive support had a more positive impact on children and families. This finding was also supported by work by Barmore (2020).

Tilton (2023) had some recommendations for teachers to help smooth the transition and create more supportive transitions for children transitioning to Pre-K. Many of the recommendations include providing children with engagement and say in the transition, making the transition engaging and fun, and creating space and time for transitions to occur. Similar recommendations are also found in Tours and Dennis (2015) and Barmore (2020):

· Create a predictable morning routine for children each day with visual images to help students identify where they are in the process.

· Let children have some control and include them in decisions about morning greeting and transition periods throughout the day.

· Help children form buddy systems and identify an arrival buddy to begin making friendships and connections.

· Greet each child each morning using child-approved (preferred) greeting.

· Create individual space for each child to store their individual things (cubby, etc.)

· Use pocket charts, paper cutouts, and other fun and engaging tools to let children mark their entrance and exit from school, their mood at the moment, or other feelings and transitions.

· Play emotional identification games and activities throughout the day but particularly at the beginning of the day.

· Talk about emotions to help children name emotions and feelings. Read books that help with emotional problem-solving.

· Include family pictures and items to create continuity between home and school.

· Find stuffed animals and toys that are easily accessible and allow children to utilize them.

· Daily communication between teachers and families is important and when initiated by teachers can help improve transitions.

· Home visits at the beginning and end of the school year to share expectations, insights about children, model ways to engage with children (reading, etc.); and to build relationships with families (Barmore, 2020).
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