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Introduction

Internationally, many adolescents transfer schools in age-graded educational systems.

Often this move is accompanied by salient changes in school environment, such as

replacing one classroom teacher with multiple subject specialists. Researchers have

long been fascinated by how these changes impact children’s psychological develop-

ment. This review synthesises the findings of over 100 studies in the field within a per-

son–environment interaction framework. First we consider how school transition

alters the conditions in which children strive for relatedness, autonomy, competency,

safety, enjoyment, and identity development. Then we evaluate how these person–
environment interactions influence children’s school engagement, academic self-

concept, self-esteem and mental health. Finally we consider how gender, family and

ethnic characteristics act as risk and protective factors in these processes. In addition

to the synthesis of study findings, we provide a historical overview of the emergence

of school transitions research in the United Kingdom and United States and chart the

distribution of empirical research studies internationally and across time. The review

concludes with suggestions for educational practitioners and advice for person-

centred and process focused transitions research.

You start to relax after a while and get used to it, but then you just kind of adjust. Like at

dark your eyes need time to adjust, you need to adjust to your surroundings and that’s

what you need to do here. (Charlie, age 11 years, in Symonds, 2009)

In North America, Canada, Europe and Australasia, 10- to 14-year-old children

often experience a similar type of ‘transfer’ or ‘transition’ between schools. Many

switch from having a single classroom teacher in elementary or primary school, to

being taught by multiple subject specialists at secondary, junior high or middle

school. Whereas before they were the oldest in their school and had few similar aged

peers, they soon become the youngest in a much larger student body. Post-transition

school buildings and grounds are typically larger and many children commute to

school using public transportation for the first time. In addition, teachers and parents

*Corresponding authors. Please direct email and telephone correspondence to Jennifer Symonds,

jesymonds@gmail.com. Please direct postal correspondence to Maurice Galton, Faculty of Educa-

tion, University of Cambridge, 184 Hills Road, Cambridge, United Kingdom, CP2 8PQ, UK.

© 2014 British Educational Research Association

Review of Education
Vol. 2, No. 1, February 2014, pp. 1–27

DOI: 10.1002/rev3.3021



can expect children to be more independent and responsible for their academic pro-

gress after transition. Research finds that children’s psychology is often profoundly

affected by these environmental changes. Of particular interest to this review, transi-

tion sets significant minorities of children on positive or negative pathways of emo-

tional and academic development that can persist over many years (see Eccles et al.,

1997). These areas represent a general division in what children and teachers are

most concerned about at transition (Topping, 2011).

In order to understand how changes in school environment impact these areas of

adolescent psychology, we utilise person–environment interaction theory (PEI). This

theory proposes that psychology develops out of interactions between people and

their environments (see Magnusson & Stattin, 2006). For example, children who

desire more autonomy than is granted by post-transition teachers can respond by dis-

engaging from learning (MacIver et al., 1986). Children deliberately interact with

their environments in many ways (Buss, 1987) and here we focus on three that are

commonly discussed in PEI theory. Borrowing a term from Piaget’s ‘genetic episte-

mology’ (1972), we observe that children can assimilate environmental changes by

altering their psychological schema, for example at transition they may become less

emotionally dependent on close relationships with teachers, as teachers become less

personal towards them. Also in line with Piaget’s theory, children can accommodate

changes within their existing mental structures, for example by rationalizing that their

loss of achievement reflects school practices rather than their personal competency.

Third, as well as adapting psychologically, children can interpolate between their psy-

chology and the environment, by changing the environment to suit themselves, like

the boy who disrupts the class in order to avoid working. School transition is a partic-

ularly useful setting for investigating PEI, as it presents us with a set of distinct envi-

ronmental changes that children must adapt to.

This review uses several components of what makes up ‘the person’ in PEI as a

model for discussing the literature on school transition psychology. First we set the

context by discussing how children’s basic and developmental needs interact with the

school environment. Next we examine key areas of children’s school perceptions and

mental health that develop across transition. Third, we outline how specific background

characteristics act as risk and protective factors in this process. The way in which this

model acts as a process is elucidated below.

Children’s motivation for interacting with their environment is often attributed

to their desire to fulfil their basic and developmental needs. A basic need is

defined as ‘an energizing state that, if satisfied, conduces towards health and

well-being’ (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 74). In the school context, Ryan and Deci

identify that children need relatedness, autonomy and competency to facilitate

their motivation and mental health. In addition, feeling safe at school and enjoy-

ing lessons are critical to school engagement (OFSTED, 2010; Gorard & Huat

See, 2011). Children’s expression of these needs at transition can be influenced

by their entrance into early adolescence. Even if they have no identifiable biologi-

cal changes, many children of this age are expected and want to become more

adult (see Symonds, 2009) and take more control of their own autonomy. Rela-

tionships with peers become more important to them (Simmons et al., 1979); as

these provide opportunities for social and personal development. Often, children
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strive to develop competency in line with their identities and peer relationships.

For positive development to occur, adolescents need safe and supportive environ-

ments in which to practice their independence from adults. In addition, the need

to construct a personal and career identity comes to the fore in early adolescence

(Erikson, 1968), requiring children to evaluate their strengths and weaknesses

and imagine who they could become. In summary, during early adolescence and

across school transition, children seek to fulfil their needs for safety, relatedness,

autonomy, competence and identity development.

This drive for need fulfilment can influence children’s school perceptions and men-

tal health through the resulting state of equilibrium or ‘person–environment fit’ that

is reached between children’s needs and the school environment. For example, a

child might maintain their desired for level of relatedness by forming well matched

friendships at their new school. In this circumstance the child may continue to have a

high social self-concept. Alternatively, if the child does not fulfil their desire they may

suffer emotionally. Stage–environment fit theory (see Eccles et al., 1993) takes a

developmental angle on this process, by investigating how adolescents’ developmen-

tal needs interact with features of post-transition schools. So far, declines in children’s

mathematics engagement have been associated with transfer to less fair and friendly

teachers (Feldlaufer et al., 1988) and more restrictive learning environments (Mac-

Iver et al., 1986), indicating the ill effects of thwarting children’s needs for relatedness

and autonomy in early adolescence.

In this review we limit our discussion on children’s school perceptions and mental

health to a set of domains commonly observed in the school transition literature

(Gray et al., 2011). Internationally, after transition many children are found to disen-

gage from school (Gray et al., 2011) and we analyse this phenomenon by synthesizing

studies of school engagement. Next we focus on children’s perception of themselves

as learners, operationalized by many studies as the ‘academic’ or ‘scholastic’ self-

concept which ties to children’s motivation and goal orientations (Harter, 1982).

Outside of educational perceptions we are interested in the development of children’s

mental health: specifically their self-esteem, anxiety and depressive symptoms. This

set of perceptions and emotions are thought to interact within children’s dynamic

self-construct which is a series of self-related images, schemas, conceptions, proto-

types, theories and goals (Markus &Wurf, 1987). Therefore we expect that children’s

development in one area will be linked to changes in another, reinforcing the impor-

tance of examining multiple psychological domains.

Finally, we examine how gender, ethnicity and family background can moderate

PEI processes at transition. Gender is the most frequently studied of these character-

istics (see Symonds et al., in press, for a review) with consistent differences in

post-transition development being found across era and place. Ethnicity is also well

established in the literature, with detailed studies issuing from the US and UK (see

Graham & Hill, 2003; Roderick, 2003). Family backgrounds can also impact how

children adapt, and studies document a range of parental influences on children’s

perceptions and relationships at transition. We position this last part of the review

using a risk and resilience perspective (Rutter, 1985) which isolates features of these

characteristics that hinder or advantage children’s chances of developing productively

in their new schools.
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Transition literature

The review literature was initially sourced from library catalogues and online databas-

es including ERIC, Psych Info, SCOPUS and the Web of Science. We searched for

peer reviewed papers or conference proceedings with the words transfer or transition in

their titles, and school in their title, abstract or keywords, in the fields of social sciences

and adolescent medicine. Papers were selected from these results if they focused on

the normative development of early adolescent children (age 10- to 14-year-olds;

Eccles, 1999) at transition between schools. To this regard we excluded studies of

special needs children, transition interventions without a control group and later

school transitions for example at age 15 and 16 years. The reference lists of the publi-

cations were used to identify other significant studies that did not surface during our

keyword search. The literature returned by these methods covered a wide range of

psychological constructs. Most of these were able to be grouped into the five catego-

ries outlined above, or were relevant to children’s needs or background characteris-

tics. The remainder focused on less prevalent constructs such as emotional

intelligence. These were omitted from the review to preserve its analytic power in key

areas. In total, the review represents research from 104 studies published in journals

and books from the US, UK and Europe.

Just under half of these studies are from North America (n = 48) whilst 43 are from

the UK. Although UK transitions research rarely figures in international publications,

it has a strong lineage of empirical studies, reviews and government funded research.

Six studies in the review are from other European countries (‘Europe’), four are from

New Zealand or Australia (‘Australasia’), two are from Canada and one is from Israel

(‘Asia’). Figure 1 charts the continental distribution of these studies across time.

Peaks in this figure represent either multiple publications from a large scale study or

an international convergence of studies during a particular time period. The figure

demonstrates that research interest in transition has grown over the past 30 years, in

particular during the previous decade.

School transition research appears to have begun in the UK (Nisbet & Entwistle,

1966). The first large scale UK research on transition was the Observational and

Classroom Learning Evaluation (ORACLE) study conducted in Leicestershire in the
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mid 1970s (e.g., Galton & Wilcocks, 1983). In the mid 1980s, several independent

studies were housed in an edited edition (Youngman, 1986) and the Inner London

Educational Authority (ILEA, 1986) published their ‘Secondary Transition Project’

as 17 independent reports. Research on transition was almost non-existent during the

next decade, but was revitalised in the late 1990s with the publication of the

ORACLE replication study (Hargreaves & Galton, 2002). Many small scale studies

appeared, focusing on how to prevent achievement loss at transition, whilst the

Suffolk Local Authority (1996, 2006) performed two in depth transition studies to

inform the reorganization of their educational system. In the 2000s, government

funded research on transition and achievement spurred several online reports includ-

ing a large scale transition study by Galton, Gray et al. (2003). Recently, detailed

transition studies have been conducted as strands of wider investigations (see Osborn

et al., 2006; Evangelou et al., 2008; Symonds et al., 2011).

The earliest US research that we uncovered is ‘The Minnesota Study’ (see Blyth

et al., 1978). Around this time, Felner and colleagues (1981) began experimenting in

Rhode Island with the School Transitional Environment Program to create more

personalised post-transition environments. The most frequently published US

transitions data is Eccles and colleagues’ ‘Michigan Study of Adolescent Life

Transitions’ (see Eccles et al., 1993) whose sample transferred to middle school in

the early 1980s, and whose multiple data sets are still being analysed. Other large

scale quantitative transitions studies include the ’Maryland Adolescent Development

in Context’ study (MADICs) (see Wigfield & Eccles, 1994), the ‘Adolescent

Pathways Project’ (see Seidman et al., 1994) from Maryland and New York, and the

‘Patterns of Adaptive Learning Study’ (see Midgley, 2002). Benner and Graham’s

study of transition to high school in Los Angeles (2007, 2009) is perhaps the largest

US transitions study in recent times.

The majority of transition studies reviewed used questionnaires or structured

interviews to gather data (Table 1). Several large scale studies (ORACLE and

MSALT) used multiple methods including interviews, surveys and observations,

yielding a high resultant number of publications. Only a handful of studies used solely

semi-structured interviews or other open-ended methods such as essays. Several

transition ethnographies from the UK provide valuable qualitative data from observa-

Table 1. Study types and time scales

Methodology Time scale

Original surveys 56 Pre cross-sectional 3

Semi-structured interviews 15 Pre longitudinal 0

Multiple or mixed methods 11 Longitudinal (pre and post) 78

Ethnography 4 Post cross-sectional 6

Observation 3 Post longitudinal 7

Secondary data analysis 1

Essays, diaries and emails 3

Projective tests 1

Research reviews 10

Total 104 94
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tions and interviews (Benyon, 1985; Measor & Woods, 1984; Delamont & Galton,

1986; Symonds, 2009). Most studies are set in the immediate pre- and post-transition

year, and only a handful extend their research beyond this time (Table 1). The major-

ity of data refer to the final pre-transition term onwards, therefore coverage of chil-

dren’s development is oriented towards post-transition adaptation. Furthermore, few

studies compared groups of transition and non-transition children, nor had ’control’

samples as also noted in Topping’s review (2011).

Results

Person–environment interactions at transition

Need for safety. At transition, many children move to schools with larger and more

intricate buildings and grounds. Children commonly fear getting lost (Gray et al.,

2011), with between 10% and 20% of children worrying about increased school size

(see Brown & Armstrong, 1982; Hargreaves & Wall, 2002). Why children fear

becoming lost is uncertain. However, their need to feel safe at school cannot be met if

they are alone and confused. This fear might be especially prevalent in the 10- to 12-

year-old age group, as compared to teenagers these children are smaller and have less

experience navigating complex surroundings.

Children also express concerns for safety amongst their school peers. As a status

passage to becoming more adult, transition is accompanied by myths about

dangerous people and places in the next school (Delamont, 1989). A common myth

dubbed the ’royal flush’ tells of a younger boy having his head held in the toilet whilst

an aggressor (usually an older child) pulls the flush. Other myths warn against violent

gangs of same aged and older peers. Accordingly, around 30% of pre-transition

children worry about being bullied after transition (see Berndt & Mekos, 1995; Zee-

dyk et al., 2003; Evangelou et al., 2008). Although fewer studies document these

concerns post-transition (Gray et al., 2011), for some children, victimization can

become a reality. New children have reported being threatened and teased by older

children (see Measor & Woods, 1984; Symonds, 2009), and for this reason making

older friends is perceived as a protective factor (Kvalsund, 2000). Gangs of bullies

quickly form in post-transition year groups, as aggressive boys seek to demonstrate

their power in the new social hierarchy. This ’transition effect’ on bullying is noted by

studies with transition control groups (Blyth et al., 1978) and in those of transition

between schools versus transition between grades (Pellegrini & Long, 2002).

Need for relatedness. Pre-transition teachers can develop close relationships with their

students over a number of years. After transition, children are often taught instead by

multiple subject specialist teachers. For example in a typical English secondary

school, children encountered more than 20 teachers in their post-transition year

(Symonds, 2009). Because these teachers have less time to spend with children they

are at a disadvantage to know them well (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008). Perhaps

because of this, teacher’s attitudes towards children are found to be worse after

transition in the US and UK (Jennings & Hargreaves, 1981; Seidman et al., 1994;

Ferguson & Fraser, 1998). Furthermore, children report that their post-transition
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teachers care less about their feelings, are less friendly and are more unfair (Feldlaufer

et al., 1988), a decline which is noted to extend at least two years after transition

(Skinner et al., 2008). As well as having limited time to bond with children, post-tran-

sition teachers may also hold negative stereotypes of adolescents in general, which

influences the emotional support they give (Feldlaufer et al., 1988). In general, stud-

ies concur that teachers’ emotional support often declines after school transition.

Children’s relatedness with peers also undergoes changes at transition. Old friend-

ships are dismantled, new ones form and old friends are introduced to new ones in

the larger peer group (Weller, 2007). This makes for a period of relational instability,

observed in a sociometric study where children reported fewer acceptances by peers

and reciprocated friendships immediately after transition than later in the year (Hardy

et al., 2002). Despite this instability, children commonly perceive greater emotional

support from their peers after transition. This trend occurs across a range of

psychological measurements that include friendship quality (Wargo Aikins et al.,

2005; Gillison et al., 2008), close friend support (Fenzel, 2000), social acceptance

(Cantin & Boivin, 2004) and peer relations (Crockett et al., 1989). Similarly,

‘reverse’ measures of social adaptation such as feelings of isolation and loneliness

(Galton, Hargreaves, et al., 2003), hassles with peers (Seidman et al., 1994) and

peer-strain (Fenzel, 2000) are found to decrease. Findings from qualitative research

suggest that children are able to make a better matched group of friends in post-tran-

sition schools (Weller, 2007) and can move into larger cliques of friends (Symonds,

2009), whilst quantitative research confirms that children have more friendships after

transition (Newman Kingery et al., 2011). The combined outcomes of these studies

imply that children have more friendships and have better opportunities to make sup-

portive friendships in transition schools which contributes to increased perceptions of

peer support.

Need for autonomy. Children can approach transition expecting to be more grown up

and responsible for their behaviour (see Measor & Woods, 1984) but in reality there

are few structured opportunities for autonomy at their new schools. Certainly, after

transition children receive relative freedom for social interaction in lunch and break

times. They are expected to behave more responsibly by adults: for example by

organizing their own equipment and getting to lessons on time. They are also

expected to work more independently in class, with teachers offering less personalised

support than at primary school (Galton & Pell, 2002). However, opportunities to gain

autonomy can be barred from new children. Rarely are they invited to sit on social or

sporting committees or mentor others. Some schools allow new children to represent

their class or year group on the school council (Symonds, 2009) but these positions

are few. Being the youngest can also inhibit children from taking on leadership roles

even when these are available.

In transition classrooms, children generally have fewer opportunities to move

around freely, choose their work mates, help each other learn, say what they think,

comment on what they want to learn and work on their own projects (Feldlaufer

et al., 1989). Only in a few progressive post-transition schools are children

encouraged to guide their own learning by metacognitive and learning skills programs

(Deakin Crick et al., 2010). These restrictions on children’s autonomy coincide with
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observed increases in teacher strictness, where teachers want to control children more

after transition (Midgley et al., 1989) and are tougher and less accommodating of

children’s needs (Symonds, 2009). This crack down on children’s behaviour is

known in folk wisdom as ‘don’t smile until Christmas’; an idiom that promises

teachers that if they ‘start off hard and ease up later’ (Benyon, 1985, p. 45) then

children will become more quickly adjusted to their rules.

Need for competency. Children construct their competency perceptions by making

different types of observations that alter across the transition period due to changes in

the curriculum, teachers and classmates. First, children evaluate themselves by their

task achievement, for example when they perform a musical piece with no mistakes

(Symonds et al., 2011). Accordingly, encounters with new work in post-transition

schools can alter how children see themselves academically. On the one hand, chil-

dren who manage to surmount tasks that are more complex and ‘adult’ than in their

previous schools can have an enhanced perception of themselves as an ‘accomplished

pupil’ (Symonds et al., 2011). On the other hand, if the work set is too challenging

for them, their competency perceptions can diminish, as explored in our section on

the academic self-concept. Perhaps for this reason, many children fear harder work in

post-transition schools (see Brown & Armstrong, 1982; Rudduck, 1996).

A second method is to construct competency from external feedback such as verbal

reports from teachers or praise from parents. In post-transition schools, children can

receive markedly different feedback from that in pre-transition schools. Post-transi-

tion teachers have known children for less time, and are therefore less able to convey

accurate reflections of children’s abilities. Their ratings of children’s competency are

lower (Nottelmann, 1987) and they spend less time on individual instruction mean-

ing that children receive less verbal information about their competencies in the year

after transition (Galton & Pell, 2002).

A third method of constructing competency is for children to evaluate themselves

in relation to others, in a process of social comparison (Festinger, 1954). When

surrounded by unfamiliar classmates, children seek to position themselves within an

academic hierarchy by gathering competency related information about their peers.

This can lead to increased social comparison after transition (Feldlaufer et al., 1988)

which has negative ramifications for engagement when high achievers loose their con-

fidence in a group of matched ability peers (Chmielewski et al., 2013) and when low

achievers give up on working in order to gain popularity by being a ‘deviant’ child

(e.g., Measor &Woods, 1984).

Need for enjoyment. Children enjoy school when they are interested and not bored,

and when they experience fun and happiness (Gorard & Huat See, 2011). In terms of

lesson enjoyment, children are initially engaged by subject specialist teachers who

convey enthusiasm about their subject (Symonds et al., 2011). However these new

teachers are often stricter which diminishes children’s lesson enjoyment if they are

disciplined or cannot talk with their friends (Measor & Woods, 1984; Symonds,

2009). With subject specialism also comes an increase in work complexity. This is

perhaps more pronounced in arts subjects where there are greater resources for learn-

ing than in post-transition schools. Typically, children report enjoying these subjects
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more after transition (Symonds et al., 2011). However, some studies document that

teaching practices in core subjects for example English, mathematics and science,

remain relatively constant over transition (Nash, 1973; Galton & Pell, 2002) which

can disappoint children who look forward to a more complex learning experience

(Hargreaves & Galton, 2002).

Another dampener of enjoyment is the ’start from scratch’ approach issued by

many teachers in the first term. This technique of reinforcing core subject knowledge

aims to even out imbalances from pre-transition schools, and identify children’s abili-

ties independently of test results and pre-prepared work (Hargreaves & Galton,

2002). As such it advantages less experienced learners who enjoy acquiring new skills

at a comfortable pace. However, more advanced learners can feel frustrated by this

slow start to the year, and become temporarily disinterested in learning as a result

(Symonds et al., 2011).

Need for identity development. Identity development is influenced both by external

conditions and by children who are ‘active, constructing agents’ (Osborn et al., 2006,

p. 419). UK transition ethnographies and sociological case studies describe this pro-

cess in detail, often focusing on gender differences (see Measor &Woods, 1984; Jack-

son & Warin, 2000; Osborn et al., 2006; Noyes, 2006). In comparison, there is scant

use of psychological frameworks or constructs (see Marcia, 1980) to investigate iden-

tity development at school transition. Below, we list some of the ways in which altered

relationships with peers and teachers at transition can influence children’s identities.

The move to a larger peer group has several consequences for children’s identity

development that come about mainly through the process of ‘friendship matching’

(Symonds, 2009). Pre-transition school year groups are small, meaning that children

have a limited supply of friendship candidates. This supply is further restricted by

children’s tendency to befriend their own gender. The larger peer group at post-tran-

sition schools provides children with a bigger pool of potential friends (Weller, 2007)

and this facilitates identity development in several ways. First, having friends with

similar interests encourages those interests, for example when new girls share and

consolidate their love of pop singing (Symonds et al., 2011). Second, making new

friends can introduce children to activities, such as listening to classical music. Much

of this identity exploration and commitment occurs at the discursive level, as children

discuss their interests and activities in relation to their possible selves (Symonds,

2009). Third, children’s identities are influenced by social cliques and hierarchies

(see Kvalsund, 2000). In these, children practice interaction skills and test out social

roles, e.g., that of ‘supportive friend’ or ‘deviant teenager’ (Measor & Woods, 1984).

Children often ascribe a rank to these groups in the playground, and construct their

social status in relation to this hierarchy (i.e., ‘I’m a popular child’) (Symonds, 2009).

New teachers and work can also stimulate identity development. In Symonds et al.

(2011), the enthusiasm of some subject specialists rubbed off on children who soon

wanted a career in music. These teachers also became career role models. At second-

ary school, the change to more complex musical theory, more advanced musical

equipment and instrumental lessons inspired many children to begin composing at

home. These changes also facilitated children’s aspirations to become professional

musicians. However, children felt less positively about their musical identities when
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they were unable to complete new tasks, were rejected from musical extracurricular

activities and were prevented from working at their preferred level by their teachers’

start from scratch approach. In these cases, children became less interested in music

and in being musical people. Some of these findings may be extrapolated to other

subjects, such as English, domestic science and physical education (Symonds, 2009),

where children are observed to develop career and personal identities in interaction

with their new teachers and the work set.

Psychological development at transition

Next we overview the development of children’s emotional engagement, academic

self-concept, anxiety and depression at transition. As most of this literature is quanti-

tative, we are able to identify and discuss trends (or a lack thereof) occurring across

era and place.

School emotional engagement. Children’s feelings about school and subjects tend to

decrease across school transition. These feelings are defined as their emotional

engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004): a construct which comprises a range of feelings

including like, dislike, enjoyment, boredom, value, usefulness and interestingness.

Other types of engagement outlined by these authors are cognitive engagement (i.e.,

how invested children are in their learning) and behavioural engagement (i.e., the

physical effort that children put into their school experience). Although a review of

cognitive engagement at transition would be interesting, very few measurements in

the transition literature outside of intrinsic motivation reflect this concept. A more

thorough analysis can be made of studies of emotional engagement, which have

existed internationally for over 30 years.

Measurements position emotional engagement as an overarching value such as ‘I

like school a lot’, as a set of domain specific perceptions for example regarding

teachers, lessons and school peers, or as children’s ‘instrumental’ attitudes (or ‘task

value’) about the importance, interestingness and usefulness of school (see Wigfield

& Eccles, 1994). All measurement types find declines in children’s enjoyment of

school following transition (cf. Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987; Wigfield & Eccles, 1994;

Schneider et al., 2008). Some declines appear to be temporarily stalled by a honey-

moon period (where children see their new school through rose coloured glasses:

Hargreaves, 1984), for example in enjoyment of English (Galton et al., 2003). How-

ever engagement in other subjects declines steeply, particularly secondary school sci-

ence (Galton et al., 2003).

In an attempt to understand declines in overall engagement, Symonds and Harg-

reaves (under review) identified which school and adolescent factors, and interactions

of these, were central to children’s emotional engagement in a qualitative investiga-

tion of stage–environment fit. Children gave common and distinct rationales for their

instrumental engagement, overall engagement and disengagement. Most children

thought school was an important gateway to their future careers and were engaged

when they experienced relatedness with friends and enjoyed their lessons. In compari-

son, children’s disengagement was influenced by conflict with teachers and peers and

by autonomy restriction. Similarly, other studies find quantitative associations
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between emotional engagement and autonomy (MacIver et al., 1986; Skinner et al.,

2008), teacher support (i.e., relatedness) (Midgley et al., 1989) and competence

(Skinner et al., 2008), post-transition.

Of these person–environment interactions, the association between autonomy and

emotional engagement often varies between children. Those in Deakin Crick et al.

(2010) reported mixed reactions to their new school’s program designed to increase

their learning independence. Some children enjoyed the challenge whilst others felt

nervous and wanted teachers to tell them what to do. Similarly, MacIver et al. (1986)

identified clusters of children who desired different levels of autonomy across transi-

tion. Although desire for autonomy is commonly thought to increase in early adoles-

cence, these studies show this is not always the case. Rather, they indicate that a

range of person–environment fits can occur in the same domain, signifying the need

for more person-centred research in order to understand engagement development.

Academic self-concept. Children’s evaluations of their scholastic competencies are

found to increase and decrease on average at transition, perhaps in relation to the

types of schools they change into. These evaluations are often referred to in quantita-

tive research as the ‘academic self-concept’ or ‘scholastic competence’ (Harter, 1982)

and can be measured as global perceptions or in reference to individual subjects (i.e.,

Wigfield & Eccles, 1994). Studies of scholastic competence (Harter, 1985) have

observed average increases (Fenzel, 2000), stability (Proctor & Choi, 1994) and

decreases (Cantin & Boivin, 2004) across the Grade 6 to Grade 7 transition between

schools. Similar measures of academic self-concept have also found positive (Galton

et al., 2003) and negative growth (Zanobini & Usai, 2002). A related concept,

academic self-efficacy, has also been observed to improve (Seidman et al., 1994) and

worsen (Friedel et al., 2010). Even studies of two samples of children, transferring to

two different schools, find polarized trajectories in the same measurement of

academic self-concept (Jennings & Hargreaves, 1981). What these studies concur is

that at transition, many children’s academic self-concepts are likely to change.

This variation in academic self-concept across studies appears unrelated to sample

size, ethnicity or socioeconomic status. For example, increasing trajectories occur

for ethnic minority and Caucasian children with high SES (Fenzel, 2000) mixed SES

(Galton et al., 2003) and low SES (Seidman et al., 1994). Similarly, decreasing tra-

jectories occur in samples of mixed SES and ethnicity (Zanobini & Usai, 2002; Can-

tin & Boivin, 2004; Friedel et al., 2010). One explanation for these divergences is that

small numbers of children in each sample are tipping the scales towards a positive or

negative growth pattern, as discussed in our section on self-esteem. A second expla-

nation is that academic self-concept trajectories are tied to individual school environ-

ments. Here we have some supporting evidence from a British study. Youngman and

Lunzer (1977) examined trends in academic self-concept at transfer to six schools

mixed in locale and size. They found six distinct trajectories, each with a different

intercept and pattern. These were unrelated to SES, urban and rural locale or gender.

So how might changes in school environment influence the academic self-concept?

As discussed, the competency related information children receive from teachers and

peers differs after transition, creating a period of self-concept instability (Harter et al.,

1992) and reconstruction (Doddington et al., 1999). As Gniewosz et al. (2011)
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found, post-transition grades had less influence on children’s academic self-concepts

than did more stable sources of information, in this case maternal competence

perceptions. This finding points to the importance of familiarity with teachers and

peers for effecting the provision of competency related information and therefore the

academic self-concept.

Second, children’s construction of their academic self-concept can be influenced

by their experiences of autonomy, enjoyment and identity development. Operating

both alone (cf. MacIver et al., 1986, regarding autonomy) and as a process, these fac-

tors can encourage children’s motivation to learn (Eccles et al., 1983) which is closely

connected to changes in the academic self-concept at transition (Harter et al., 1992).

For example, when children receive their desired amount of autonomy in class,

believe that a lesson usefully contributes to their career development and enjoy their

learning experiences, they may put more effort into learning which rewards them with

positive competency related information. The variation in academic self-concept

across studies may in part be explained by these individual person–environment fits.

Self-esteem. School transition offers many opportunities for children to re-evaluate

their skills and personalities, as discussed. Researchers have long been interested in

whether this cognitive ‘shakeup’ influences children’s overall evaluation of their self,

i.e., their self-esteem. Generally we observe that self-esteem can develop either way

on average, as there are few person-centred studies that give us more detailed infor-

mation about samples. Transition studies mostly use one of two strongly related

(Hagborg, 2006) measures: the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) and

the self-worth subscale of Harter’s Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter,

1985). The scales’ items focus on global evaluations of the self-concept, for example

‘I am happy the way I am’ (Harter) and ‘on the whole, I am satisfied with myself’

(Rosenberg). Although there is research on self-image at transition (see Galton et al.,

2002) this is not directly comparable as it addresses physical, cognitive and social

domains, rather than global self-evaluation.

Studies of the Grades 5 or 6 transition to middle or junior high school tend to find

general increases in self-esteem across this period (Simmons et al., 1979; Hirsch &

Rapkin, 1987; Nottelmann, 1987; Proctor & Choi, 1994; Fenzel, 2000; Barber &

Olsen, 2004; Newman et al., 2011), supporting the idea that self-esteem increases

gradually throughout early adolescence, uninterrupted by school transition. How-

ever, three studies using the self-worth subscale find the alternative pattern (Wigfield

& Eccles, 1994; Seidman et al., 1994; Cantin & Boivin, 2004). Both sets of studies

have samples varied in size, ethnicity and socioeconomic status, therefore these

group differences do not necessarily predict self-esteem development. For studies

with available data, we computed the effect size of the self-esteem slope. In all cases,

effects were fairly small, ranging between –0.17 (Cantin & Boivin, 2004) and 0.23

(Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987). Person-centred research identifies that even in samples

with declining self-esteem on average, that most children have stable self-esteem

(Eccles et al., 1997), suggesting that the observed trends for average increases or

decreases are influenced by small numbers of children on either side. This finding

calls for more person-centred research of outlier groups to understand average self-

esteem changes at transition.
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Many studies find that self-esteem is lower for girls (see Wigfield & Eccles, 1994)

and declines more (see Cantin & Boivin, 2004), in comparison to boys. A pattern

repeated across studies of transition and non-transition groups is that only girls who

transfer schools have declines in self-esteem (Simmons et al., 1979; Symonds et al.,

in press). These declines are augmented by cumulative life transitions, i.e., if girls

have experienced one or more of the following: school transition, menarche, dating,

geographic mobility and family disruption (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Mechanisms

for these gender differences include girls’ tendency to base their self-esteem more on

physical appearance (Lord et al., 1994) and social relationships (Nottelmann, 1987)

at transition than do boys. We explain more about these associations in our section

on gender.

Although friendships may matter more for girls’ self-esteem, they impact the self-

esteem development of both genders when measured as peer hassles, negative peer

values (Seidman et al., 1994), peer relationships (Fenzel, 2000) and friendship qual-

ity (Newman et al., 2011). Children’s self-esteem also increases when relatedness

with their teachers grows (Barber & Olsen, 2004). Changes in school environment

that impact feelings of comfort and safety can influence children’s self-esteem, specif-

ically educational pressure (Seidman et al., 1994) and school anti-social behaviour

identified as the need to prevent drug use and stealing (Barber & Olsen, 2004). How-

ever as may be expected, self-esteem development associates more closely with psy-

chological changes at transition, especially in the physical, scholastic and social

aspects of the self-concept (Nottelmann, 1987; Lord et al., 1994). In both genders,

being a higher achiever is associated with higher self-esteem (Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987;

Wigfield & Eccles 1994) and this is particularly important for boys (Nottelmann,

1987; Lord et al., 1994), suggesting a link between academic self-concept and self-

esteem change. In summary, our review of these correlates suggests that feeling safe,

relationally secure and personally confident are important to self-esteem change at

transition.

Anxiety. There are two types of anxiety most often examined in transition research.

The first regards children’s fears about their new school, and we refer to this as ‘tran-

sition anxiety’. The second is generalised anxiety disorder, one of six types of anxiety

identified by the American Psychological Association. An underlying mechanism for

anxiety issues is the perception of threat which triggers a chemical surge known as the

’flight or fight’ response. Here, the hormone cortisol is released to mobilise energy

stores (Romeo, 2010) which helps us overcome practical dangers such as aggressive

predators. When people move to a new environment they typically look for signals of

safety and danger in a normative process of adjustment (Casey et al., 2011, p. 19).

Accordingly, many children report perceiving social, emotional and physical threats

in their new schools. These include stricter teachers, bullying, older children, getting

lost and harder work (Gray et al., 2011). Unsurprisingly, before transition many

children feel scared (Shachar et al., 2002), worried, nervous (Howard & Johnson,

2000) and sad (Cox et al., 2005). However many also channel their anxiety into eager

anticipation (Rudduck, 1996) for better resources for learning and greater social

opportunities. Accordingly, individual patterns of change in transition anxiety are

noted, with some children experiencing increases and others declines (Youngman &
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Lunzer, 1977). However the general picture is that children quickly lose their transi-

tion anxiety after they move (Galton & Wilcocks, 1983) and the majority of children

feel comfortable in their new schools within a few weeks (Graham & Hill, 2003;

Evangelou et al., 2008). Children’s generalised anxiety also typically declines after

transition (Lohaus et al., 2004) and some studies find gender differences with boys’

anxiety declining but girls’ being higher and stable (Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987).

Longitudinal studies find that children’s generalised anxiety is highest at age 10 to 12

years before a decline until mid-adolescence (Hale et al., 2008; Van Oort et al.,

2009), which, if a developmental trend, may influence children’s anxiety adaptation

at transition.

The interaction between school environment and children’s desire for safety is a

common motivator of anxiety. Highly stressed children report feeling anxious when

they are confused by their new school environment (Karagiannopoulou, 1999) and

many children fear getting lost (Gray et al., 2011). Children’s transition anxiety also

relates to worries about academic performance and relationships with teachers

(Duchesne et al., 2009). Several studies also demonstrate that children are less anx-

ious when the environmental differences between schools are small. This finding

occurs for school size (Cotterell, 1992), curriculum (Simon & Ward, 1982) and aca-

demic demands (Galton & Wilcocks, 1983). Essentially, any aspect of school envi-

ronment that children perceive to be a threat, before or after transition, can

influence their transition and generalised anxiety. A detailed study of why children

hold particular fears at transition, that considers developmental, cognitive and social

influences, may reveal much about why some children are more anxious at transition

than others.

Depression. Children’s depression manifests as feelings of sadness, uneasiness and

the loss of pleasure (Goodyer, 2008). Accompanying this mood alteration, children

may have more negative thoughts, less energy, disinterest in eating and sleep

disruption. At transition, depression has been measured as a subscale of the Brief

Symptom Inventory (by Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987), and with Kovacs’ Children’s

Depression Inventory (Rudolph et al., 2001; Barber & Olsen, 2004; Little & Garber,

2004). Similar to the trends in generalised anxiety disorder outlined above, Hirsch

and Rapkin (1987) found that depressive symptoms increased for girls and decreased

for boys, at transition to junior high school in Grade 7. Across genders, depression

decreased at the Grade 5 (Newman et al., 2011) and 6 (Rudolph et al., 2001; Barber

& Olsen, 2004) transition to middle school, but increased at transition to high school

in Grades 8 (Little & Garber, 2004), and 9 (Barber & Olsen, 2004). These studies

find that changes in depressive symptoms at the younger transition are associated

with changes in work pressure and in children’s academic competency (Rudolph

et al., 2001; Little & Garber, 2004). However, when evaluated against other factors,

teacher support is the strongest predictor of change in depression (Barber & Olsen,

2004). Even though it is unmeasured by these studies, relatedness with peers may

have a similar influence on children’s depression development. Although the available

information is far from detailed, we can surmise that depression at transition is influ-

enced by gender, the timing of transition, school type, and changes in social support

and self-perceptions.
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Individual differences: risk and protective factors

In this section we take a risk and resilience perspective (Rutter, 1985) on gender, fam-

ily background and ethnicity differences that influence children’s development at

transition.

Gender. Although many gender differences occur when children change schools,

only a few of these intensify as a function of school transition (Symonds et al., in

press). As mentioned, exposure to older peers with more teenage behaviours appears

to encourage girls’ self-consciousness about their developing bodies and sexuality.

This may be because girls experience outwards signs of puberty earlier on average

than do boys. Also, girls are more vulnerable to negative emotionality and cognitive

rumination in adolescence (Martel, 2013) meaning that they may make physical and

social comparisons with their new peers in a way that reflects poorly on themselves.

Perhaps for this reason, girls’ self-esteem is found to be lower and decline more often

across transition than does boys’. Girls have a more sensitive stress response system

than do boys, where they produce higher levels of cortisol in response to stressors

(Gunnar et al., 2009). These levels of cortisol associate with generalised and social

anxiety whereas there is no association for boys (Scheifelbein & Susman, 2006).

Given this, girls may also be more vulnerable to becoming anxious when they perceive

threat in their new school environment.

In comparison, boys appear to be more at risk for disengaging from school and

learning after transition (see Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987; Galton et al., 2002; Roderick,

2003). More boys develop anti-learning behaviours in class (Hargreaves & Pell,

2002), such as fooling around to avoid working, or pretending to work. These behav-

iours can be integrated into their social ‘fronts’ which boys present to their peer group

in order to identify themselves as ‘conformist’, ‘deviant’ or somewhere between the

two personas (Measor & Woods, 1984). Deviant boys are observed to engage in

power struggles with their new teachers, where they test their teachers’ ability to

impose autonomy restrictions in class (Benyon, 1985). The literature suggests several

factors at play here. First, after transition, some boys actively seek to establish their

position in the new male social order. In the unfamiliar peer group where intellectual

and social abilities are initially unknown, the most salient markers of social status are

aggression and physical prowess, which deviant boys display through active rejection

of learning. Second, in comparison to girls, more boys appear distressed by long

periods of sitting still and writing (Deakin Crick et al., 2010) perhaps because they

desire physical exercise and instant gratification in learning. Third, boys have more

muddied perspectives of their academic abilities and aspirations than girls do across

transition (Pietarinen, 2000), which may hinder them from actively developing

themselves academically. All of these factors may disadvantage boys from engaging

with work in their new schools.

Family background. A small but increasing number of studies concentrate on the

role of parents and family processes at transition. Often they focus on parental

‘support’ or ‘investment’: terms used here to refer to any effort generated by par-

ents towards helping their child cope with school transition. Supportive parenting
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is generally assumed to act as a protective factor for successful adaptation (Jindal-

Snape & Miller, 2008). This holds true across domains, as children with

higher levels of parental support report lower depressive symptoms (Newman,

2007), higher self-esteem (Seidman et al., 2003), more school bonding (Schneider,

Tomada, Normand et al., 2008), academic motivation (Schneider et al., 2008;

Frey et al., 2009; Chen & Gregory, 2009) and achievement (Grolnick et al.,

2000; Rice, 2001).

In order to understand how parents can support children at transition, we apply

Rutter’s four part model of protective factors which mediate risk at key life turning

points (1987). This model was first adapted to school transition research by Jindal-

Snape andMiller (2008).

First, parents can alter how their child interacts with risk at transition. By teaching

coping skills or passively modelling this information, parents can prepare their child

to effectively manage risk. For example, Akos et al. (2005) advise parents to intervene

by describing the behaviour they respect and by helping children plan how to control

challenging situations at transition. Parents can also create a match between home

and school cultures that assists children to accept the more academically demanding

environment of secondary school (Chen & Gregory, 2009; Frey et al., 2009). In the

reverse, parents can increase their child’s chance of negative adaptation by worrying

them with concerns about the move (Smith et al., 2008) and by transmitting anti-

school values (Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).

Second, parents can decrease the number of risk factors at transition through their

active involvement. Falbo et al. (2001) describe this process as how parents monitor

their children’s experiences, evaluate whether a factor is risky and intervene in the pro-

cess of risk. For example, one set of parents may uncover that their child is being bul-

lied. They monitor the situation through continued discussion, weigh up the options

available to them for intervention then decide to telephone the school to address the

issue. Parents can also reduce risk through physical means, i.e., by providing their

child with the correct school equipment and uniform (O’Brien, 2005). Parents can

even reduce risk across the board by carefully selecting a transition school, in the case

where their default option is a state school with a history of anti-social students and

poor quality teaching (O’Brien, 2005).

Third, parents can provide opportunities for positive development that may impact

their child’s experience of risk at transition. For example in Falbo et al. (2001), par-

ents helped their children make pro-social friends in their new schools by enrolling

them in local out-of-school activities such as church groups and music lessons, where

these peers were abundant. Also in this category is helping children with homework,

which scaffolds their understanding and influences their achievement (Grolnick et al.,

2000).

Fourth, parents can attempt to increase their child’s self-esteem and efficacy which

may help their child overcome negative transition experiences. Parents can actively

influence self-esteem growth by for example praising their child’s efforts. They can

also passively encourage it by providing a stable and supportive family environment

(Osborn et al., 2006). In summary, parents who are sensitively involved with their

child’s social and academic lives can decrease their child’s risk for negative adjust-

ment at transition.

16 J. E. Symonds &M. Galton

© 2014 British Educational Research Association



Ethnicity. In the UK and US, children who are ethnic minorities at transition are

more at risk of experiencing achievement loss (Felner et al., 1981; ILEA, 1986;

Benner & Graham, 2009), lower achievement (Wampler et al., 2002) and social diffi-

culties (see Graham & Hill, 2003; Holcomb-McCoy, 2011) than other children. This

pattern is fairly consistent across 30 years of transitions research. In the UK, transi-

tions research has focused on South Asian children (referred to hereafter as ‘Asians’)

whilst in the US it most often concerns African American and Hispanic children.

Several studies observe that African American children are disadvantaged when it

comes to settling into their new schools, due to a disconnect between parents and

school cultures (Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). For example, being African American at

transition associates with poorer family functioning and fewer supportive adults in

the family network, and this in turn accords with lower post-transition achievement

(Wampler et al., 2002). African American children are also found to receive less

parental guidance about transition (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Some studies show that

these negative effects can be offset when parents are supportive and when there are

positive role models in the African American community (Newman et al., 2000;

Roderick, 2003). However, even if parents are supportive, there is the chance that

because they are of ethnic minority, African American children are stereotyped by

their new teachers and receive less educational support (Roderick, 2003). Also they

can be vulnerable to being bullied by ethnic majority peers in their new schools

(Burchinal et al., 2008).

In comparison, parents of UK Asian children are often highly invested in their

children’s school performance as they strive to improve their family’s prospects after

immigration. However, Asian children can struggle to adapt to the more academically

demanding environment of secondary school when they speak English as a foreign or

second language (ILEA, 1986; Graham & Hill, 2003). Also, the tendency of Asian

parents to associate mainly within their own culture outside of school can restrict their

children’s access to local peers of other ethnicities who they could befriend at school

(Graham & Hill, 2003). This can encourage Asian children to form same ethnicity

cliques after transition, which leaves them open to victimization from ethnic majority

gangs (Weller, 2007).

In addition to these external forces, ethnic minority children may be further

disadvantaged after transition as their ethnicity becomes more salient to them and

they develop identities that resonate with social disadvantage (French et al., 2000;

Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). This increased ‘ethnic identity exploration’ is shown to

associate with increased academic worries and decreased school bonding (Benner &

Graham, 2007), making these children more vulnerable to disengagement.

Discussion and conclusions

Empirical findings

After transition, children strive to fulfil their needs and develop their identities in an

environment that is greatly different to their elementary or primary schools. This

change in person–environment interactions is found to shape children’s school

perceptions and mental health in ways that are often moderated by their gender,
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family background and ethnicity. In this section we summarise these findings and dis-

cuss their relevance for teachers and school psychologists.

First, children need to feel safe in their new schools. Although many fear becoming

lost and victimised after transition, their worries about physical and emotional safety

are often relieved in a few weeks. This quick adaptation makes for a decline in ‘transi-

tion anxiety’ that coincides with possible developmental decreases in generalised anx-

iety disorder. Practitioners can help relieve children’s fears by letting them know

before they change schools that most will quickly feel settled in. Also, practitioners

can elicit children’s transition myths and explain these to children, in a bid to inter-

rupt their cycle of transmission which, for some myths, has persisted for decades

(Delamont, 1989).

However, children who become victimised after transition report decreases in self-

esteem and achievement, and increases in depressive symptoms. Therefore for some,

a persistent loss of personal safety can create a negative developmental pathway. This

situation is of particular relevance for ethnic minority children and boys who are

vulnerable to physical victimization. Practitioners can help children by discussing

what support is available in their new school if they are bullied, thereby creating a

mental ‘safety net’ for children’s worries and prospective reactions. Also it may be

advisable to schedule anti-bullying programs in the first term post-transition, given

that many children worry about bullying as they move schools. At the whole school

level, perceiving danger in the school environment, indicated by the need to control

drug use and stealing, is found to associate with declining self-esteem. This person–
environment interaction deserves further attention, especially for youth transferring

in disadvantaged contexts.

On a positive note, children who receive emotional support from teachers and peers

report greater self-esteem and lower depressive symptoms. This is good news consid-

ering that peer support often increases after transition, but is worrying given that

post-transition teachers are observed to give less emotional support. These links

between emotional support and mental health may be more salient for girls, as they

base their self-esteem more on relationships than do boys. Although it is not our role

to recommend that post-transition teachers be emotionally supportive in general, it is

clear that their investment in their pupils’ emotional wellbeing may help develop a

positive classroom climate in which children have more confidence to learn.

When teachers restrict children’s freedom in learning after transition, this can also

create negative developmental outcomes such as declining engagement. However,

not all children desire more freedom to learn and some want to have their ‘hands

held’ in the unfamiliar learning environment of the post-transition school (Deakin

Crick et al., 2010). This finding calls for more differentiation of learning freedom

post-transition, and for teachers to make explicit to children where they have free

choice in the curriculum and in every day learning activities. Before transition, it

might be useful for some children to discuss their expectations for autonomy in ‘the

big school’, and to evaluate these against the realities of moving to a fast paced and

more academically demanding environment, in order to protect against educational

disengagement when their initial expectations are unmet.

Children’s competency reformations may be an unavoidable occurrence at school

transition. This restructuring happens when children struggle to benchmark their
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academic self-concepts in a classroom of unfamiliar peers. For some children, espe-

cially boys, re-establishing competency in the new peer group and internally may be a

top priority when moving schools as this provides a basis for their self-esteem. Also,

children’s competencies are influenced by new information from post-transition

teachers who may be less able than their pre-transition colleagues to evaluate their

students’ abilities. Schools can help teachers’ appraisals by better transfer of achieve-

ment information and in some cases by baseline testing in the first term. However,

this latter approach must be used with caution as children are often scared by these

evaluations and by the threat of being placed in set ability groups later in the year

(Galton &Wilcocks, 1983).

Finally, many children value school for its contribution to their future career. At

the immediate level of person–environment interactions, children’s identities and

growing desire for independence become entangled in their lesson enjoyment when

they relate what they are learning to their career ideas. Many schools offer a wide

range of subjects at age 11 to 12 years, in order for children to gather experience

before choosing what to specialise in. Although this curriculum is geared towards

assisting children develop their career identities, many children do not see it this way

and instead are demotivated by what they perceive of as irrelevant tuition. Psycholo-

gists and teachers need be aware that 11- and 12-year-old children are actively devel-

oping their career identities (Atherton et al., 2009) therefore links between future

career and learning should be emphasized even within a broad curriculum. In turn

these actions may support children’s engagement and valuing of school.

Future research directions

The findings from this review show clear links between children’s basic needs, school

environment and psychological development. However, very few studies examine this

process directly. First, in order for PEI research to advance our understanding of

school transition, more studies should link changes in school structure and climate to

psychological development. One method is to consider the social and emotional

aspects of school environment as rated by students and connect this to changes in

psychology. However, this presents the problem of respondent bias whereby those

who give lower ratings of environment may be predisposed to being more negative in

general. What is needed is more studies that use objective environmental measure-

ments such as numbers of teachers, school role size and systematic observations of

teacher behaviour. Furthermore, studies might seek to investigate how school struc-

tural characteristics relate to school climate, e.g., how the number of teachers influ-

ences teacher emotional support, and to consider the interaction of these variables in

more complex models of PEI.

Second, observed quantitative trends in psychological development may tell us very

little considering that their effect sizes are often small. As discussed in our sections on

academic self-concept and self-esteem, these trends can mask individual variation

where children have a range of developmental responses according to their personal

and environmental differences. One way to counteract this issue is to use person-cen-

tred analysis. Self-esteem studies have already shown that although there is much

stability across transition, there are significant minorities of children for whom
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self-esteem declines and increases (Eccles et al., 1997; Seidman & French, 2004).

Studies of general post-transition adaptation also find that children can be classified

into different groups who vary in their overall mental health and school success

(Youngman, 1978; Roeser et al., 1998). More research of this type is necessary in

order to understand why transition is a positive experience for some children and why

it sets others on negative developmental pathways.

Third, there is virtually no school transition research that investigates children’s

psychological development at the immediate level of every day experience. Although

the ORACLE studies record teacher and pupil behaviour at 30-second intervals,

these data are summarised across children to give a bigger picture of trends in adapta-

tion and pedagogic and learning profiles. Also, despite observing children’s daily

school lives, ethnographic studies generally interpret these data using sociological

frameworks rather than psychological models of development. In order to advance

our understanding of how school transition influences psychological changes, there

should be studies of the cognition of person–environment interactions. Such studies

could ask how children assimilate, accommodate and interpolate with specific

environmental changes at transition, and relate their findings to children’s personal

and background characteristics. This method could be particularly useful for

understanding self-esteem change and academic self-concept development at the

individual level.

Finally, by using a dynamic systems perspective, studies may advance prior

research on PEI and stage–environment fit at school transition. So far, studies have

used three dimensional models of how changes in environment (E) interact with

children’s needs (psychology A) to influence psychological development in other

areas (psychology B). However, these models do not investigate how psychology

develops in relation to its past self (e.g., E + prior A = future A) or how one type of

PEI influences other PEIs (e.g., E + A = B, E + B = C). Essentially what is lacking are

transactional models of development, where interactions cascade across time within a

dynamic self-construct. Eccles’ task expectancy model (1983) is a good example of

how motivations form in relation to environment and other psychology and could

provide a useful reference point for building PEI models with different ’outcomes’

such as self-esteem. However first we need to clarify how particular aspects of school

environment and self-construct interact with each other which calls for a review of

three dimensional models and further empirical research.
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