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What do we Know About...

• What happens on average? Findings from the first systematic 

review of the international and historical research on school 

transfer (Symonds and Galton forthcoming). 

• What happens to a few? In depth look at the issues that arise 

when school transfer and puberty coincide, with a focus on 

vulnerable pupils. 

• What can be done to improve transfer experiences? Introduction 

to adolescent development and adjustment. Limitations of 

‘traditional’ school transfer interventions to address longer term 

developmental issues. Brief overview of how pupil voice can be 

utilised to design developmentally appropriate transition 

strategies.
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What Happens on Average?

Moving on to the Next School: An international review of early adolescent 

development at school transition over 5 decades (forthcoming), 

Jennifer Symonds and Maurice Galton for ‘School Effects on Early Adolescent 

Mental Health’ (John Gray et al.)  conducted for the Nuffield Foundation’s 

Changing Adolescence programme (Ann Hagell)

School 
Transfer 

Literature

Search
Findings 
from 170 
Studies

Review

Survey 
Findings 
from 17 
Studies

Analyze



3/16/2010

4

What Children Think About School 

Transfer Before and After They Move

At Primary /Elementary School At Secondary/Junior High School 

Getting lost Disappears 1-3 weeks

Enjoy moving between rooms

Stricter teachers Loss of teacher-pupil relatedness

Didactic teaching style

Harder work More work demands & homework

Increased focus on achievement

Bullies Around 30% are bullied

Fear of older children

Loosing friends Old friends can be discarded

Making new friends Friendship cliques soon form

Better learning facilities Facilities are better
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International Trends in Five Areas:

Survey Results Across 17 Studies
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No Trends in Academic Self-Concept
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No Trends in Achievement
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What Happens to a Few? 

Vulnerable Children at School Transfer

Had Settled in Well 

or Very Well

1966 Nisbett & Entwistle - 79%

1986 ILEA 1986 - 82%

2008 Evangelou et al. - 75%

Persistent (and Increasing) 

Problems

1986 ILEA - 6%, Dowling - 10%

1998 Wallis & Barrett – 10%

2005 Chedzoy & Burden - 10%
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Children having Multiple Transitions

Multiple transitions (dating, moving home, family 
disruption, moving school, and transition into 
puberty) are associated with lower self-esteem, 
especially at school transfer (Simmons et al., 1987).

(Adapted from Coleman 1974, p.153)
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Early Maturing Girls

Lucy

Has just moved to secondary 

school. Worries about her 

body changing. Does not 

want to grow breasts sooner 

than her peers. Is anxious 

about getting her period. 

Does not like being 

physically active in front of 

her peers. Tries to dress like 

older children. 

Higher estrogen predicts 
higher levels of depression 
for girls in early stages of 
puberty (Brooks-Gunn & 
Warren 1989). 

Early maturing girls have 
lower body image and 
greater depression than 
their peers at school 
transfer (Simmons et al., 
1979; Petersen & Crockett, 
1985; Miller, 1986). 
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Boys Sensitive to Disruption

Charlie
Parents divorced the year 
before transfer. Is 
aggressive in response to 
challenge from peers and 
older children. Has trouble 
making friends who can 
support him. Charlie’s new 
teachers do not know him 
well and are unforgiving of 
his behaviour. 

Higher testosterone levels 
associated with lower 
tolerance for frustration, 
leading to aggression 
(Olweus 1986)

Higher LH associated with 
more anger/impatience 
(Eccles et al. 1988)

Higher adrenal hormones 
related to increased anxiety 
(Susman et al. 1991)
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Special Educational Needs Children

12% more likely to be bullied (Evangelou et al. 2008).

Difficulties adapting to multiple teachers (Feeney & Best, 
1997; Kapasi & Hancock, 2006; Evangelou et al., 2008; 
Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Knesting, Hokanson, & 
Waldron, 2008). 

Greater difficulty adapting to to new school routines and 
building layouts (Knesting et al. 2008).

Experience greater curriculum continuity (Evangelou et al. 
2008) and can be well prepared by schools (Jindal-Snape
et al., 2006)
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What Happens in Your School?
On Average by end of Year 7
(1= decline for many, 2 = decline for a few, 3 

stable, 4 = increase for a few, 5 = increase for 

many)

For a Few
Yes, No or ?

Attitude to school Early maturing girls who are 

concerned with body image

Achievement motivation (in relation 

to career identities?)

Problematic boys with a history of 

family disruption

Overall achievement Problems with adjustment for SEN 

children

Quality of peer social interaction 

within the year group

Children who struggle as a result of 

multiple transitions

Bullying

Teacher-pupil relationships 

What else?
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Introduction to Early  Adolescent 

Development

Desire for 

autonomy

Gender 

Intensification

Career identity 

development

Need for adult 

role models & 

support

Cognitive 

increase

Peer orientation

Pubertal 

changes

Sexuality 

development

Increasing self-

consciousness

Concern about 

maturity status
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How does This Interact With School?

Transfer at 

puberty

Older teenagers

Setting and 

examinations

Harder work

Multiple 

teachers

Larger peer 

group 

Little inquiry 

learning
Stricter teachers

Fixed 

curriculum
Unfamiliar peers
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Traditional Transfer Interventions:

Concerns about getting lost and 

not adapting to new routines.

Difficulties in academic 

adaptation for SEN children.

Expectations of how 

hard to work and how 

well to behave.

Work continuity 

(bridging units).
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But What can be Done About...?

Concerns about friendships, 

development of cliques, 

falling out between friends.

Male aggression from 

a few vulnerable boys. 

Gangs of bullies.

Declining attitudes 

to school.

Development of deviant behaviour 

including work avoidance.

Loss of personal relationships 

between pupils and teachers.

Risk of depression 

onset for early 

maturing girls.

Difficulties in social 

adaptation for SEN children.

Loss of 

self-esteem.

Concerns about getting lost and 

not adapting to new routines.

Difficulties in academic 

adaptation for SEN children.

Work continuity 

(bridging units).

Expectations of how 

hard to work and how 

well to behave.
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What Do We Need to Address?

Relationships 

with Peers and 

Teachers

Attitude to 

Schooling

Adaptation to 

Routines and 

Buildings

Work 

Demands and 

Expectations

The Self 
Puberty,

Identity, 

Self-esteem

Five Transfer 

Points

Symonds 2010
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2) Encounter

3) Adjustment4) Stabilisation

1) Preparation

Initial 

experiences & 

appraisal

Develops new 

role and carries 

this forward

Process of matching 

&/or mismatching 

self to new 

environment

Gathers 

information &

makes 

anticipations

The Transitions Cycle (Nicholson 1987)
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How Long can Adjustment Take and 

What is Currently Being Done About it?

Nicholson’s 

Transitions 

Cycle

Year 6 

Term 3

Year 7 

Term 1

Year 7

Term 2

Year 7

Term 3

Phase 1) 

Preparation

Phase 2) 

Encounter

Phase 3) 

Adjustment

Phase 4) 

Stabilization 

Transfer 

Research 

indicates...

Pupils are 

anxious about 

new school

Initial changes 

in friendships,

routines, work 

& teachers. 

Deviant & 

conformist 

personalities 

develop

Attitudes and 

personalities 

stabilise

Common 

Transfer 

Interventions 

address this 

with...

1-2 visits to 

new school at 

end of term

Up to 1 week 

of activities

Up to 3 weeks 

of bridging 

units

Nothing? Nothing?
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What is Happening in Your School?
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Pupil Voice...

• Provides authentic information about children’s 

worlds that is otherwise inaccessible  to adults.

• Facilitates children’s rights to be heard.

• Enhances children and teachers’ skills and autonomy.

• Builds teacher/pupil relationships.

• Imparts trust, respect and value of children and 

teachers by the school.

• Improves children’s confidence and wellbeing.

• Is developmentally appropriate for early adolescents 

(Symonds 2008, 2007).
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Designing Developmentally Appropriate 

Transitions

Early 

Adolescent 

Development

Current

School

Transfer

Redesign

School

Transfer

Evaluate &

Impact

Transfer

Activities

Pupil

Voiced 

Research
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A Suggested Process

Create a transition activity to build trust.

1. Review key problems at transfer with pupils. 

Maintain a focus on transition throughout the year. 

2. Review key adaptation issues in terms two and three.

Increase school belonging in latter terms. 

Improve transfer procedures.

3. Pupils co-construct transfer & adaptation strategies.

4. Involve pupils in delivering strategies to new Y7s. 
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Discussion Points

Although children’s short term concerns soon disappear, 

longer term behavioural profiles and attitudes soon 

develop that can lead to disengagement.

1. Is there a need for longer term and more 

comprehensive transfer interventions to prevent 

declining attitudes?

2. What features of school environment could be 

changed in order to eliminate the factors that worry and 

demotivate early adolescents?


