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Abstract 

The aim of this ethnographic study was to explore New Zealand children's 
perspectives on their everyday lives with a focus on the transition from early 
childhood centre to school. Sixteen children, whose average age was four 
years and three months at the beginning of the study, were observed, 
interviewed and listened to, in the three settings of home, kindergarten and 
school over a period of sixteen months. The children were followed 
individually on their last session in the kindergarten and their first morning 
in school. Field notes and videotaped interviews were analysed according to 
four main issues. The first examined the roles, activities and relationships 
children engage in at the kindergarten, home and school. The second issue 
explored children's views of the changes that took place over the transition 
from kindergarten to school. The third issue concerned friendships in the 
kindergarten, and in school and examined the importance of these 
friendships at the time of transition. The fourth issue was children's 
understanding of the concept of family, and the importance of family 
members before, during and after the transition to school. The major 
theoretical assumptions used were ecological theory and sociocultural theory. 

There was a variety of activities in the kindergarten which allowed child 
initiation and choice, and the relationships with adults were informal and 
reciprocal. The children at home had control over most of their activities and 
were able to negotiate with adults when they felt it was to their benefit. In 
school the children's activities were usually directed by the adult and choice 
was limited. Control for their own learning and physical activites was no 
longer possible and the independent roles taken in the kindergarten and 
home were no longer available. Lack of understanding of language used in 
school caused children problems in following directions. All of the children 
in the sample wanted to go to school, but there were discontinuities between 
the three settings in roles, relationships and activities. Friendships which 
developed in the kindergarten did not continue into school, and knowing 
other children did not appear to play a major part in easing the transition. 
Close friendships with the researcher developed, and she provided support in 
the early days of school. Children's concept of family incorporated the 
traditional family of parents with two children, but only half saw solo parent 
families as families. Members of each child's family contributed to helping 
the transition in a variety of ways. Mother was the most important figure for 
all the children, as they were dependent on her to establish and continue 
friendships, and for support in the early days of school. The intersubjectivity 
between mother and child played an important part in the child's learning. 

The study draws attention to the difficulties which children face when 
making the transition from kindergarten to school. The mismatch between 
settings suggests that more communication is needed between kindergarten 
and school, and between home and school. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Mother was taking her soon to be five year old daughter on her first 
school visit. The child was to begin school the following month. As 
they walked along the mother was talking to the child about school. 
After a while the child responded with a question, "Do I go to school to 
get a brain?" 

The aim of this study is to investigate what children think about school 
before they attend, at the time of actual transition and what they think about 
school approximately six months after they have started. The study explores 
the roles, activities and interpersonal relationships in which young children 
engage in their families and in the educational centres of kindergarten and 
school. Where practicable the children's perspectives have been sought and 
attention throughout the study has focused on their views. Teachers and 
parents have added to the information, where clarification of what the 
children have talked about was helpful. 

For most children entering formal school is an exciting experience, though 
it can also be confusing, frightening and stressful (Donaldson, 1978; Mayall, 
1994a; Renwick, 1987; Shannon, 1995). In New Zealand, although legally 
children need not attend primary school until they reach their sixth birthday, 
the majority of parents send their children to school on the day they turn 
five. This means that children enter school on their own unless they turn 
five during a school vacation, when children may enter in a group. This 
procedure of admission is known as continuous enrolment, and is different 
from most countries such as Australia, England, or the United States of 
America where children are admitted at the beginning of the school year, or 
term. 
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In New Zealand the majority of children attend some form of Early 

Childhood Centre. Licensed kindergartens offer five morning sessions for 

four year olds, and three afternoon sessions for three year olds. Kindergarten 

provides education for 30% of young children, compared with 12% of 

children who attend Playcentres. Playcentres offer flexible sessions for 

children from birth to five years and focus on parent involvement in 

running the centres. Child Care Centres offer all day care for 42% of young 

children, and usually cater for children of working parents (Education 

Statistics, 1998). From this variety of Early Childhood Centres come children 

who enter a school system with formal requirements for curriculum, social 

skills, and behaviour. 

For Donaldson {1978) it was a concern that children entered the school 

system with positive attitudes and were highly motivated, to find that in 

later years they were less enthusiastic about school. Over twenty years ago, 

she commented on the excitement that young children displayed when first 

starting school and the disenchantment that followed. Although changes 

have taken place in the education system to make starting school easier for 

many children, for example, school visits before the child actually enters, 

there is still a lack of continuity between early childhood centres and the 

school, or the home and the school (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993; Winegar & 

Valsiner, 1992). 

When compared with the vast amount of research conducted on children 

which is based on information from adults, there is little published research 

about children's own perspectives about starting school, or about children's 

own lives as seen by them, although there are some studies (Cullen, 1991; 

Brooker 1996; Berwick Emms 1989). Children take on a variety of roles, 

activities and relationships just as adults do. Observing them in the home, 

in the kindergarten and later in the school indicates how active they are in 

constructing their lives. A large study known as the BASUN project 

(Childhood, Society and Development in the Nordic Countries) identified 

distinguishing features which construct childhood in order to understand its 
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influence on the socialisation of young children. The project investigated 
the overall picture of everyday life for young children looking at them in 
natural settings and sought to understand how different settings affected 
each other. The Scandinavian researchers emphasise the perspective of the 
child and spoke with the children in familiar settings of early childhood 
centres and in their homes. There is an increasing awareness of the 
importance of children's viewpoints and understandings (Langsted, 1992). 
For example, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child has 
been taken seriously in Denmark and incorporated into the planning and 
organisation of early childhood services. Taking children's perspectives on 
their sociocultural context is likely to cast a very different light on the way 
that society provides services for children. In the words of a 

child: 

Grown-ups have lots of set ideas about how things 
should be organized. But children have their own ideas, 
and grown-ups must listen to what children have to say. 
Children must also have a say in things. 

(Langsted, 1994, p.30) 

Our knowledge of children and their lives has been dominated for the last 
hundred years by developmentalism and psychologists. Child development 
has been neatly compartmentalised into ages and stages, where each stage of 
development prescribes what a child should be doing both mentally and 
physically , an approach much criticised in recent years by several theorists 
(Burman, 1994; Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn & Walkerdine, 1984; 
Morss, 1996). What children can do physically and cognitively has been 
closely examined and norms established for what is typical for children of that 
age or developmental stage. Although it is thought that children in the 
present time live in a freer manner than ever in history, Walkerdine (1993) 
argues that children are restrained by the "scientific gaze" where every action 
and attitude is monitored. This "child", who is a composite of all children, 
becomes the reality into which all children must fit, and when a child does 
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not fit the "normal" child mould, s/he is seen as pathological (Walkerdine, 

1993). 

It is difficult to explore children's ways of thinking without acknowledging 

the way children develop within the context of ongoing interactions between 
children and their social environment (Garbarino, 1989). That changes occur 

as the years pass is acknowledged but the changes that occur are individual to 
each child and the environment in which s/he lives. The influence of 

culture and history on the family ensures that the child makes meanings 

which are unique to him/her. People organize their experiences, knowledge 
and interactions in the social world by what Bruner (1990) describes as "folk 

psychology" (p. 35). Children leave their family to enter early childhood 

centres armed with the knowledge shared by parents, siblings and extended 

family. The meanings that each child has, will give him/her the ability to 

use the knowledge in a setting which is strange to him/her. Bruner sees it as 
essential that the role of culture in shaping our thoughts and actions should 

be acknowledged. 

Investigating children's everyday lives and how they view their family and 

friends, is worth understanding for without children's input, policy decisions 
made for them fail to concur with the basic rights of the child as laid down in 

Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989. 
Children's views need to be monitored, and adults need to take notice (James 
& Prout, 1990; Mayall, 1994b) if decisions are made about children's welfare 

which take children's views into account. This study aims to listen to 

children in an attempt to understand their perspectives. 

Personal Note 

Having spent thirty years teaching children, youth and young people, my 

interest in children has been paramount in my life. I have been aware for 

many years that some children fail in the education system and even for 

those that appear successful, their days in the classroom do not always result 

in a life long love of learning. My experience in schools has led me to 
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believe that for many children the years spent in the classroom are full of 

unhappiness. Teachers spend a large part of their time planning lessons 

which they see as interesting and even exciting, yet such lessons may receive 

a less than enthusiastic response from the children. Some effort has been 

made in recent years to involve children in planning their own programmes, 

to focus on child-centred learning and to develop individual programmes, yet 

it has been my impression that for many children, days in the classroom have 

a sameness about them that have children frequently make the comment, 

"School is boring". As a teacher at intermediate and secondary school level, 

educating children already bored with school allowed me to blame the 

teachers at the primary level for "turning children off school". At what 

point do children become uninterested in school, even to the point of 

truancy, behavioural problems and eventual expulsion? I became interested 

in children before they entered the formal school system. Were they bored in 

kindergarten? 

As a grandmother of five children under seven, I was also concerned that 

they did not become children "turned off" school. When this research began 

my eldest grandchild was just about to enter the school system. Since that 

time I have closely monitored her progress and attitudes to school and 

listened to what she has to say about her life. Her brother is also now in the 

school system and his views are also being carefully received. 

From the above account it will be evident that investigating the transition 

from early childhood centre to school was for me, not only an important 

research topic, but also of considerable professional and personal interest. 

Organisation of the Thesis 

The next chapter will investigate the theoretical basis of the study 

discussing ecological and sociocultural theory. Chapter Three covers 

relevant literature which relates to the transition to school, the importance of 

friendships at that time and the significance of the family. Chapter Four will 

provide a rationale for using an ethnographic approach and also explain the 
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method and analysis. The first results chapter, Chapter Five will focus on 
case histories of four of the children in the study. Chapter Six will look at the 
roles, activities and relationships that children have in the kindergarten, the 
school, and the home especially at the time of transition. Attention is given 
to school visits, the child's first day, teacher I child interactions, likes and 
dislikes from the child's point of view. The children's perspectives on the 
transition will be paramount but some findings will be drawn from my own 
observations, and from parents' and teachers' views. Chapter Seven will 
focus on friendships during the time of transition to school, on the family 
and on my role as a researcher. This will include results from a semi
structured investigation on how young children perceive family and family 
members. Chapter Eight will be devoted to the conclusion which will 
incorporate an overall discussion of the findings. 
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Chapter Two 

Theoretical Frameworks 

Introduction 
For this study two theories are seen as useful in examining children's 

perspectives in making the transition from early childhood centre to school. 

Ecological systems theory, which is largely based on Bronfenbrenner, (1979, 

1992) provides a strong basis for the study, as it has for many others (Belsky, 

Lerner & Spanier, 1984; Carlson & Sjoblom, 1994; Garbarino, 1992; Goodnow 

& Burns, 1985; Pence, 1988b; Powell, 1996; Reid, Landesmann, Treder & 

Jaccard, 1989; Rice & O'Brien, 1990). Sociocultural theory, based on Vygotsky's 

work (1978) also provides a useful framework in which to understand the 

transition, since it conceptualised development as the internalisation of social 

and cultural processes. Taking account of children's perspectives fits well 

within the ecological and sociocultural frameworks. Even young children 

are able to express and articulate their views (Smith, 2000). Children 

construct their own understanding and have a unique perspective on their 

life experiences, which is not necessarily the same perspective held by adults. 

A research framework which uses children's perspectives, acknowledges 

children's rights to have their views heard, but is also theoretically valuable, 

because it can improve our knowledge about children's development 

(Nelson, 1996; Smith, 1998). 

I Ecological Theory 

The issue of how children perceive their environment is important from 

an ecological perspective. Bronfenbrenner (1979) criticised much of the 

research at the time of writing as being "a science of children in strange 

situations, with strange people, for the briefest possible period of time" (p. 19). 

He argued that the research needed to be more ecologically valid and that to 

do ecologically valid research it was necessary to take into account the way 

that participants experienced the environment. According to 
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Bronfenbrermer the microsystem, or immediate environment, dictates roles, 

activities and interpersonal relationships which have an immediate impact 

on development, but that the environments beyond the child's experiences 

(the exosystem) are equally powerful. Bronfenbrenner also argued that 

connections between settings (the mesosystem) have a profound effect on 

children's development. Most research, however, on the mesosystem has 

been directed at adults' rather than children's points of view (Smith & 

Hubbard, 1988). Hence it is valuable for this study to examine how children 

perceive the continuities and discontinuities between their roles, activities, 

and interpersonal relationships within the settings of early childhood centre, 

home and school. 

The approach taken of observing and talking with children in the 

kindergarten, home and school emerged from ecological theory. 

Bronfenbrenner established that to understand human behaviour it was 

essential to study it in a variety of settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Children 

should be seen in the home, early childhood setting, and school for a 

complete picture to emerge. If the participants in different settings hold 

different beliefs, values, ideas then problems may eventuate as the child 

moves from one setting to another (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993; SERVE, 

1997). 

Bronfenbrenner saw as "unorthodox" the concept of development in his 

ecological theory, in that it differed from the psychological methods of the 

time which studied children out of context. 

Development is defined as a person's evolving conception of the 
ecological environment, and his relation to it, as well as the growing 
person's capacity to discover, sustain, or alter its properties. 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.9) 

His emphasis was on the way the environment is perceived and the 

meaning it has for the developing person. This perception of reality by the 

participant in any research, is as important as the "objective reality". 
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The aspects that are most powerful in shaping the course of 
psychological growth are overwhelmingly those that have meaning to 
the person in a given situation. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.22) 

He recognised that few of the external influences that affect development 

could be described only in terms of physical conditions and events. The 
objective aspects of the environment are not necessarily the same as those 

that may be experienced by persons in that environment, and he suggests that 

it is how the environment is experienced which has the most powerful affect 

on development. It is the reality of the environment as perceived by an 

individual and how he/ she interacts with it, that will enhance our 

understanding of behaviour and development. 

The importance of this phenomenological perspective is pointed out by 

Anglin (1988) who observed that Bronfenbrenner referred to this concept 

twenty times in Part One of The Ecology of Human Development (p. 36). 

Marton (1981) also argued for research that aims at "description, analysis, and 

understanding of experiences; that is, research directed towards experiential 

description" (p. 180). A person's understanding and experience of events are 

dependent on the "life world" from which the structure of the new content is 

conceptualised (Pramling, 1995). According to Pramling, who uses a 

phenomenological approach in her research, children's learning is based on 

their experiences, but those experiences change as children integrate 

something new into their worlds. Phenomenographical research aims at 

describing, analysing and understanding experiences. Each person's 

perception of the environment relies greatly on understanding the social 

background and experiences of the person. Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

acknowledges that there are limits to the researcher's capacity to access "a 

complete picture of the research situation as perceived by the participants" 
(p. 33) and that "ecological validity is a goal to be pursued, approached but 

never achieved" (p. 33). There needs to be a relationship between the views 

of the researcher and the participant to ensure "phenomenological validity" 

(p. 33). 
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Bronfenbrenner uses the dyad (two persons) as a basic unit in his systems 

approach to analysing the environment. To observe the child in isolation 

ignores the influence of others such as parents, friends, or teachers. It has 

been recognized that where change is observed in one member of the dyad, 

then it is likely to occur in the other member. The N+2 systems, which 

extend to triads, tetrads and larger groupings, are also recognized, in 

Bronfenbrenner's theory, as affective in influencing the person's 

development. It is crucial if development is to take place in the context of a 

dyadic relationship that a third party is present. He sees the lack of support 

from other parties as contributing to a failure of the system, whereas their 

support enhances growth. He likens the importance of a third person as 

essential as "a three legged stool... .. more easily upset if one leg is broken" 

(p. 5) 

This same triadic principal applies to settings and the importance of social 

interconnections, which would include communication, participation and 

information shared between each setting. The home, school and early 

childhood centre stand alone as individual settings and are complete in 

themselves. However, when movement takes place from one setting to 

another, as it does when a child moves from kindergarten to school while 

still living in the home setting, positive and reciprocal connections are crucial 

and need to be the focus of the transition. Bronfenbrenner sees an ecological 

transition occurring "whenever a person's position in an ecological 

environment is altered as a result of a change in role, setting or both" (1979, p. 

26). 

The move to school, would be seen by Bronfenbrenner as an ecological 

transition which would involve a change in role so there is an expectation 

that behaviours will change as the position changes. Tom described himself 

in the current research, "Tom the kindie boy will be Tom the school boy." 

Even at four years of age, there is a recognition that behavioural changes will 

take place as a different role is to be assumed. Bronfenbrenner describes roles 

as having "a magic-like power to alter how a person is treated, how she acts, 
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what she does, and thereby even what she thinks and feels" (1979, p. 6). This 

change in role is important in understanding a child's perspective at the time 

of transition to school. Bronfenbrenner (1986) would describe the transition 

from early childhood centre to primary school as a "normative transition" 

that is a transition that is undertaken by most children (O'Brien, 1991). A 

degree of continuity as the child moves from one microsystem to another 

would ensure a successful transition. Continuity and discontinuity refer to 

marked similarities or differences in the two settings, and includes "the 

experiences children have as they move from one environment to another" 

(Velazquez, 1992, p. 29). 

The interconnecting structure of the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem 

and macrosystem is described by Bronfenbrenner as a "nested structure like a 

set of Russian dolls"(1979, p.3). For a child the importance of the 

microsystem (the setting in which s/he is active) and the mesosystem (the 

linkages between the microsystems) can be clearly seen, however, a child's 

development is also affected indirectly by the exosystem. This can be 

described as a setting in which the child is unlikely to participate, yet which 

affects the child, for example parents' employment, or lack of it. 

Bronfenbrenner also points out that it is possible for events which take place 

in the microsystem to have reverberations in the exosystem. An example of 

this comes from the current study where a child had to catch a school bus, and 

father came out of work to drive her to the bus stop. This resulted in father 

being reprimanded by his employer and the eventual cessation of 

employment. 

The macrosystem is defined in the theory as "the consistencies of the 

lower order systems, and the beliefs and ideology which underlay these 

consistencies" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979 ,p.26). To illustrate this 

Bronfenbrenner discussed the similarities that exist within a country in its 

schools, creches, and parks, but their variance when compared with a 

different country. The macrosystem would include ideologies which 

produce policies which affect education and care. The age at which children 



12 

start formal education varies from country to country, but in New Zealand, 

although six years is the mandatory age for beginning school, the majority of 

children begin school at five years. A teacher training qualification for Early 

Childhood and Primary levels currently takes three years. The qualification 

is offered by Colleges of Education, and the curriculum, and how it is to be 

delivered, is an important part of their training. Concern has been expressed 

by the present government, about the number of providers of teacher 

education which has grown from six in 1990 to forty six in 1999 (Otago Daily 

Times, Dunedin, 27 March 2000). Policies that decide class size, hours in a 

school day, days in a school year all affect the child entering the school system. 

In early childhood education funding issues limit the work that can be 

achieved, and policies which affect the quality of teachers and carers are 

carefully monitored by the appropriate associations and the Education 

Review Office. Policies which are put in place do not always have the desired 

effect, when viewed in the microsystems of early childhood centres, school or 

the home. 

Ten years on, Bronfenbrenner (1992} developed his theory further though 

he retains many of his original concepts. 

The ecology of human development is the scientific study of the 
progressive, mutual accommodation, throughout the life course, 
between an active, growing human being, and the changing properties 
of the immediate settings in which the developing person lives, as this 
process is affected by the relations between these settings, and by the 
larger contexts in which the settings are embedded. (p.l88} 

Bronfenbrenner' s early view was that research on human development 

ignored context, whereas his current criticism is that there is a surfeit of 

studies on context but without development (Bronfenbrenner, 1992}. 

Bronfenbrenner acknowledges that the "mutual accommodation" between 

the organism and its environment is a neglected aspect of his theory. He 

agrees with criticisms of his theory which assumes an "empty organism", 

and made changes to give the organism a more explicit and powerful role in 



l3 

its own development (Pence, 1988a). The difficulties of studying context is its 

variability, as Garbarino suggests: 

The infuriating thing about all this (and the source of its creative and 
analytical power) is that almost everything in the context of 
development is variable, almost nothing is fixed, and the answer to 
most questions of the sort "Does X affect Y?" is "It depends!" 
(Garbarino, 1984, cited in Glossop, 1988, p.8) 

For researchers using the ecological framework the context is infinitely 

variable, which means challenges for interpretation and generalizable 

statements. Bronfenbrenner also incorporates a time factor in his theory 

acknowledging that personality changes because of a combination of the 

characteristics of the person, and the location and conditions in which the 

person has lived. 

The characteristics of the person at a given time in his or her life 
are a joint function of the characteristics of the person and of the 
environment over the course of that person's life up to that 
time. 

(Bronfrenbrenner, 1992, p.190) 
In considering the person as an active agent who contributes to his/her 

own development, Bronfenbrenner acknowledges the reciprocity that exists 

between the environment and the person. 

Garbarino (1992) describes the ecological perspective as "a kind of map for 

steering a course of study" (p. 28). In Figure 1 Garbarino offers a visual 

approximation of Bronfenbrenner' s model (p. 29) which shows the child at 

the centre of the system but a part of various microsystems. 

The links between the microsystems are called the mesosystems, and the 

focus of this study is the mesosystem between home and school, and between 

kindergarten and school. The peer group is incorporated into the 

kindergarten/ school microsystems. The influence of the exosystem was 

acknowledged when the children perceived it to be important. Examples of 

this were when a child talked about father becoming unemployed, or about 

care arrangements when mother started work. The macrosystem influenced 

the research in the way the teachers had been trained, the expectations of 
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Figure 1. The ecology of human development (Garbarino, 1992, p.29) 
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parents about the kindergarten and school, and the beliefs held about 

lifestyles of the participants and their families. 

Sociocultural risks and opportunities occur at each level of the child's 

ecology. At the microsystem level Garbarino (1992) asks if the child is 

regarded positively, if the child is accepted and recognised for competent 

behaviour. He also questions if the child is exposed to diversity in roles and 

relationships and if s/he is given an active role in reciprocal relationships? 

At the mesosystem level, two of Garbarino's questions are particularly 

important for this study. Do settings respect each other and do they present 

consistency in values? At the exosystem level Garbarino asks if decisions are 

made with the interests of parents and children in mind, and how well do 

supports for parents balance stresses for parents? These issues are 

particularly relevant in New Zealand where concerns are raised daily about 

the lack of support mechanisms available for families under stress both 

financially and emotionally. At the macrosystem level Garbarino (1992) asks 

if some groups are valued at the expense of others? Is there an 

individualistic or a collectivist orientation? The complexities of mesosystem 

links between all levels of the system are well depicted in Garbarino's 

discourse, because at each level of the system there are questions which need 

to be answered which affect other parts of the system. 

When examining the part that the family plays in a child's life from an 

ecological theory view, Garbarino (1992) describes the family as the central 

microsystem and also as "the headquarters for human development" (p. 71). 
He sees the family as a microsystem serving two purposes: one as a "small 

group of persons sharing love, intimacy and responsibility for children", and 

the other as "a social institution that serves and reflects the American 

macrosystem"(p. 71). In recent years strengthening the family has become a 

political goal in many western countries following a fear that the family unit 
is in decline. Garbarino acknowledges that a two parent family will probably 

be more successful in childrearing, but a single-parent family can be successful 
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providing there are other adults available to complete the micro-and 

mesosystem functions that require more than one adult. Garbarino describes 

the family as a miniature society with its own "culture, government, 

language and even its own myths" (1992, p. 77). Membership of the family 

and the child's perspective on the acceptance and importance of each member 

was of interest in this study especially the support which families offer 

children at the time of transition. The shifting nature of families is 

acknowledged by Garbarino and he provides a model with eight stages to 

cover the changes that take place in families over time. Of particular 

relevance to the current study is the stage when a family has children of pre

school age and the neighbourhood, as a physical and social 

environment, is added. Additional mesosystems come into action (child 

care/home, kindergarten/ school) and exosystems (working conditions) affect 

the family. In investigating a child's experiences of their daily lives in an 

early childhood centre, school and home, referring to this model was helpful. 

II Sociocultural theory 

Ecological theory has a similarity to sociocultural theory in that the child is 

not seen as a passive being, but one who takes an active part in shaping and 

adapting his/her environment. Vygotsky (1978) maintains that humans use 

tools and symbols to continually create and elaborate on their environment. 

He proposed that individual intellectual development could not be 

understood without the consideration of the social setting in which the child 

was embedded. 

Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, 
on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first between 
people (interpsychological), and then inside the child (intra
psychological). (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57) 

Vygotsky suggests a similar process with the development of language, in that 

language first occurs externally between people, then becomes an internal 

process which can be used to solve problems. Children communicate with 
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other people, then the external language becomes internal speech or thought, 
and is used to regulate their actions. 

Social interactions are the basis through which the tools for thinking are 
developed, and which guide their use. The sociohistorical context described 
by Vygotsky is influenced by interaction with other members of society, thus 
social interaction of children with more competent members of their social 
group is essential to their cognitive development (Rogoff, 1990; VanDer Veer 
& Valsiner, 1991). A child's initial competence can be expanded with the 
support of an adult or a more capable peer. The difference between what the 
child has actually learned, and what it is possible to learn with assistance, is 
called the "zone of proximal development". 

The zone of proximal development is the distance between the actual 
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving 
and the level of potential development as determined through 
problem solving under adult guidance or collaboration with more 
capable peers. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) 

Children can imitate actions which are in advance of their own capabilities. 
"Using imitation, children are capable of doing much more in collective 
activity or under the guidance of adults" (p. 88). Young children frequently 
incorporate imitation in play activities especially with their peers. Cole 
(1985) suggested that culture and cognition create each other in the zone of 
proximal development. When child and adult work together they derive a 
shared understanding in their efforts to apply with varying skill the tools of 
the culture. Cole (1985) sees culture as constantly changing by people 
working together, using and adapting tools from the past and creating new 
tools for the present and future. Therefore, for Cole, interaction in the zone 
of proximal development is the foundation for development and culture. 

Acknowledgement of the importance of the guidance and support given by 
a more capable person in the zone of proximal development, gave rise to the 
concept of "scaffolding" (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). It describes the process 
where an adult assists a child to carry out a task which is beyond the child's 
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capability as an individual agent. Scaffolding represents "a means by which a 

child's 'zone width' (or potential for new learning) can be assessed" (Addison 

Stone, 1993, p. 160). 

Addison Stone sees a deficiency in Vygotsky's theoretical framework in 

that the communicative mechanisms essential to the theory are somewhat 

insufficient, and lack detail. He further argues that the effectiveness of 

interactions , and the potential for new learning varies, depending on the 

interpersonal relationship between the participants. To move from the 

social (intermental) to the individual (intramental) is not a simple matter of 

the child internalising, but a far more subtle process, a criticism of Vygotsky 

supported by Rogoff (1995) and expanded later. This has been called 

"appropriation" or "semiotic uptake" (Wertsch & Stone, cited in Addison 

Stone, 1993). The speaker presupposes some unprovided information which 

creates a challenge for the listener, who is forced to construct a set of 

assumptions in order to make sense of the information. Tomasello, Kruger 

and Horn Ratner (1993) argued that the learner must internalise into his/her 

own repertoire, not just the knowledge about the activity from the other 

person, but also something of the social interaction itself. In internalisation 

an important part of what is being learned, is the point of view of the other 

person. They also imply that this perspective of the interactional partner 

continues to guide the learner even after the original learning experience is 

over. Rommetviet (cited in Addison Stone, 1993) supports this concept, that 

where mutual trust exists between partners, not only new understanding will 

be assimilated, but the listener is likely to adopt the speaker's perspective. 

This confirms the practices which involve trust in the home, where parents 

and older siblings share a common ground of knowledge and skills with the 

child, which ensures successful communication and ensures that appropriate 

help is offered (Rogoff, 1990). 

Scaffolding takes place with physical tasks such as an older sibling showing 

her sister how to put a video tape into the recorder. The learning is broken 

into small pieces and the younger child completes each stage before an 
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attempt on the next stage is made. For example, scaffolding is also used in 

extending cognitive development when counting is encouraged with young 

children. As mother helps put on the child's trousers, she may say "One leg, 

two legs", this supports the child's interest in words and numbers, and leads 

to an extension in counting. Dialogue is the means by which support is 

provided, but non-verbal communicative devices are also crucial 

components of the scaffolding process. Working with puzzles is a time when 

smiles, nods and eye movements are used as the child tries different pieces of 

the puzzle. It is important that a sensitivity to a child's current competence is 

developed so that direct help can be offered to avoid a child's frustration. In 

the home, examples of scaffolding occur every day, as the parent is able to 

ascertain when expansion of the child's competence is needed. Successful 

scaffolding then involves a process of inference, trust and a regard for the two 

participants to respect the other's perspective (Addison Stone, 1993). 

Another consideration which is of particular relevance to this study is a 

warning that if little value is placed by the adult on what is to be learned, then 

no finely tuned directives will eventuate (Addison Stone, 1993). Similarly if 

a child places little value on the activity, then motivation to engage in 

inferential interactions is missing. This emphasises the importance of 

relevance in what is to be learned especially for the child. 

In sociocultural theory there is an interrelatedness between the roles of 

children and their caregivers, teachers and peers. The emphasis is no longer 

on the "properties of the individual, but the processes of the sociocultural 

activity" (Rogoff, 1990, p. 14). Culture itself is not static but is formed by 

children and adults working together, using and adapting tools and in doing 

so, developing new ones. As already discussed sharing perspectives and ways 

of thinking with another, allows the child to participate in joint decision

making, perhaps using his/her contribution at a later date. Vygotsky 

emphasised the establishment of shared meanings in interaction, and the role 

of play and "inner speech" in developing thought. Tomasello, Kruger and 

Horn Ratner (1993) argue that in cultural learning, learners do not simply 
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observe the activity, but attempt to see the situation as others see it, from 

inside the other's perspective. They see internalisation as not just 

knowledge of the activity performed by the other person but the social 

interaction itself. The learner does not learn from the other but through the 

other. 

Intersubjectivity, according to Rogoff (1990) is a "sharing of focus and 

purpose between children and their more skilled partners and their 

challenging and exploring peers" (p. 8). This sharing of purpose and focus 

among individuals involves cognitive, social and emotional intercourse. 

Intersubjectivity can be seen as a prerequisite for learning to take place, so 

mother and child, teacher and student need a shared understanding of what 

goals are to be achieved. As one commentator states: "It is only through 

communication within a shared frame of reference that children can 

internalise and construct their own understanding" (Smith, 1992, p. 199). 

Vygotsky saw developmental research as closely linked to teaching and 

instructional contexts, that is, the context for discovering what children know 

is inseparable from teaching them. He saw the researcher as an active 

participant helping children to construct new meanings in solving problems 

posed to them (Burman, 1994). The sharing of perspective is an important 

part of peer interaction. Forman and Aazden (cited in Rogoff, 1990) argued 

that communication between partners allowed "co-construction" of 

hypotheses by a sharing of different perspectives. By insisting on their own 

perspective, partners can co-construct the argument and clarify the problem to 

themselves by their interactions. 

Play, an important part of a child's life, cannot be seen as simply a 

pleasurable activity but of a way of satisfying a child's needs. For Vygotsky we 

must look at the "motives, inclinations and incentives" (1978, p. 92) which 

make the child act. For very young children their needs must be satisfied 

immediately, but for kindergarten children an ability develops which allows 

the child to enter an imaginary, illusory world where their needs can be 
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satisfied. Vygotsky describes this as play and suggests that for older children 

and adolescents imagination becomes play without action. 

All play activities have a basis of rules to be followed and young children 

are able to construct complex rules to fit the play in which they are taking 

part. Children playing at being children display behavioural rules which go 

unnoticed by the children in real life. Play makes demands on the child to 

follow the rules and to control any desire to act on impulse, so play can be 

seen as a time when a child exercises great self control. "Internal action and 

external action are inseparable; imagination, interpretation and will are the 

internal processes carried by external action" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 100). 

Both ecological theory and sociocultural theory acknowledge the essential 

parts that the environment and people play in the child's development, 

socially, culturally and cognitively. Rogoff (1990) considers: 

"children as apprentices in thinking, active in their efforts to learn by 
observing and participating with peers and more skilled members of 
their society, develop skills to handle culturally defined problems with 
available tools, and building from these givens to construct new 
solutions within the context of sociocultural activity." (p. 7) 

This apprenticeship is not merely a novice/ expert dyad but an 

interpersonal involvement within a group, which includes peers and experts 

who are engaged in a culturally organised activity in which the apprentice 

eventually becomes a more responsible participant (Rogoff, 1995). 

For Rogoff, children's cognitive development is grounded in the 

circumstances of social relationships and society's use of tools and practices. 

She stresses the active role that children play in making use of social 

guidance, and the importance of routine arrangement of activities, where 

children are encouraged to take part in cultural pastimes which are not seen 

as instructional. The goals of development and the means by which they are 

reached should encourage cultural variation (Rogoff, 1990). Rogoff uses the 

concept of "guided participation" which emphasises the need not only for 

guidance but for taking part in culturally valued activities (1995). She 
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describes it as a time when individuals engage with each other in direct 

interaction, and expands the metaphor by explaining that guidance: 

may be tacit or explicit, face to face or distal, involved in shared 
endeavors with specific familiar people or distant unknown 
individuals or groups-peers as well as experts, neighbors as well 
as distant heroes, siblings as well as ancestors. 

(Rogoff, 1995, p. 147) 

It is a collaborative process where, with help, children's present 

understanding and skills reach a new level. Although guided participation 

builds on intersubjectivity, which is the sharing of focus and purpose 

between the child and the more skilled partner, she expands this dyadic 

relationship into something which encompasses much more. It plays a 

major part in arranging and structuring children's participation in activities. 

Guidance refers not only to interactions with social partners but the direction 

offered by social and cultural values (Rogoff, 1995). Adults and children 

reorganize their ways of thinking as life transitions are made. Taking on 

new intellectual challenges, and achieving shifts in perspective, are necessary 

to achieve changes in levels of understanding. Transformations in thinking 

can occur in a short period of time, even minutes, when making successive 

attempts to solve problems. Sociocultural theory "offers a unique 

seamlessness of individual, social and historical (or cultural) processes" 

(Rogoff, 1990, p. 13). Children taking part in cultural activities with the help 

of a more skilled partner, allow the internalisation of the tools for thinking. 

This allows for a more mature approach to problem solving, which they have 

learned in a social context. 

Rogoff (1995) suggests the term "participatory appropriation" as a contrast 

to "internalization"(p. 151). She argues that "internalization" suggests 

something static where the child takes the external into the internal, and 

acquires a collection of memories, skills, thoughts. Cognition can be seen 

merely as a "collection of stored possessions" (1995, p. 150) She argues that it 

would be better to view the child's active participation as part of the process. 
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It follows then that the children and their social partners are interdependent 

and their roles change as they communicate and share. 

Rogoff presents a sociocultural approach based on personal (apprentice), 

interpersonal (guided participation) and community (participatory 

appropriation) considerations. Sociocultural theory sees children as active 

participants in their own development, they "seek, structure and even 

demand assistance of those around them in learning to solve problems of all 
kinds" (Rogoff, 1990, p. 16). 

Given the importance that ecological theory and sociocultural theory give 

to the child, there needs to be more emphasis on listening to children and 

trying to understand how they perceive their world. Many of our findings 

about children come from studies which observe them in settings in which 

they are unfamiliar. They have been presented with situations where their 

behaviour is observed or measured, for example, the Strange Situation where 

the behaviour of the child was observed at being left with a stranger 

(Woodhead, 1999). 

Morss (1996) commented that there was little concession given to the child 

in context. In a study of young children's behaviour in the context of action, 

which was in their own homes, Dunn (1989; 1986) found young children 

capable of a whole range of activities. Researchers treated children as if they 

had no part to play in their own lives, and were merely "passive 

representatives of the future generation" (James, 1990, p. 13). James, (1990) 

argued that children were rarely studied in their own right, and only 

infrequently were their perspectives and voices heard. They were usually 

studied in institutional contexts and sub-cultures and their worlds were 

typically known through adult accounts (James, 1990). There has recently 

been considerable expansion in research projects where children's views 

have been sought (Brannen & O'Brien, 1996; James, 1993b; Mayall, 1996; Perry, 

Dockett, Clyde & Tracey, 1998; Peters, 1997; Smith, 1995). 

Per Miljeteig, Director of Child watch International Research Network, 

commented that adults needed to start listening and acting on what children 
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were saying about their own lives (Miljeteig, 1999). Mayall supported this 

view by arguing that our knowledge of children was provided mainly 

through adult accounts, and there remains a need, not just for children's 

views to be heard but that adults should take action based on those views 

(Mayall, 1999). 

As signatories to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, we as New Zealanders should be working on providing children with 

accessible, high quality education, and being sensitive to children's 

perspectives. Children need to be given practice in making decisions from an 

early age. They are not passive recipients of education, but are dynamic and 

competent citizens who can make an active contribution to their own 

education if given the opportunity (Smith, 2000). 

Summary 

The frameworks of ecological theory and sociocultural theory provide a 

sound basis for conceptualising the transition from early childhood centre to 

school . Ecological theory suggests that continuities and discontinuities 

between the microsystems, and the changes in roles, relationships and 

activities which occur as the transition takes place, are important. Children 

entering school from homes with contrasting language, values and status are 

likely to have difficulties in making a successful transition to school, because 

of the mismatch between microsystems. 

Sociocultural theory offers a framework for understanding the way 

children learn, and presents the concept of the zone of proximal development 

which emphasises the need for adult or peer guidance to allow children to 

advance their learning, while also acknowledging that children are active 

agents in their own learning. The use of language as a tool in this learning 

process and the pivotal role that adults play, particularly the mother, in 

developing shared meanings, should be acknowledged. 

As children make their own meanings from their experiences, it is worth 

consulting them when decisions are made about their well being. Children 
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should be treated with respect as individuals who can act and think for 

themselves. There are increasing opportunities for children to express their 

views, but now adults need to listen, and policies implemented which 

incorporate the findings of relevant research. 
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Chapter Three 

Literature review 

Introduction 

This chapter covers mainly published reports of empirical research studies 

which provide findings relating to the transition from early childhood centre 

to formal school. Section I includes enrolment, school readiness, social 

stratification, continuity of settings, and developmentally appropriate 

practices. Section II draws from literature on social relationships and 

children's friendships at the time of transition, and section III focusses on the 

family, children's concept of family, and the family's relationship with the 

school. Section IV covers research which allows children to have a voice, 

and Section V covers articles, opinions, reports, texts where the main 

function is not the presentation of data, but advice for parents/ caregivers of 

children beginning school. 

I Enrolment Policies 

As much of the research literature on transition originates in the United 

States, Europe and Australasia, an overview of the legal requirements for 

children starting school in those countries is helpful. Terms such as 

kindergarten, elementary school, primary school, reception classes, new entry 

classes, pre-schools, early childhood centres, have a different meaning so 

clarification is required, in order to place research findings in context. 

The age at which children are legally required to be enrolled in full time 

education does vary from country to country. Children in New Zealand may 

attend school on the day of their fifth birthday, though legally a child could 

delay attending school until s/he is six years of age. The legal requirement 

in the United States is that a child should be enrolled in school by the age of 
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six, but most children enrol in kindergarten at five years of age. In the 

United States, kindergartens are usually located within the elementary 

school, where children attend half day sessions and formal academic 

instruction is given. Entry occurs once a year at the beginning of the school 

year in September. The content of the programme (Graue, 1993) can be 

likened to that offered in the New Entrants classroom in New Zealand, rather 

than to the programme offered in our kindergartens. The children begin the 

day on the mat, share news, talk about the weather and other events, and 

there is a time set aside for story writing and maths. Parents can opt to delay 

entry to kindergarten if they, or the teachers feel that the children are not 

ready (Graue, 1993, p. 95). This "readiness" issue and the practices which 

ensue will be discussed later. 

European requirements vary greatly from country to country. England 

allows children to enter the school system as early as four years, though the 

compulsory age of entry is five years of age. It is a growing concern for 

British early childhood educators that over 60% of children in formal 

schooling are under five, and taught by teachers who are not trained to work 

with this age group. The children enter classes with unfavourable ratios of 

adult to child, and large group sizes compared with those found in early 

childhood centres. Historically entry into school occurred three times a year 

which allowed children to enter the term they turned five. Most local 

authorities have now reduced entry to twice a year and in some areas, an 

annual intake is common, as in the United States. For the majority of other 

European countries formal schooling begins at six or seven years (David, 

1993). 

The legal requirement for school attendance in Australia is that a child 

should be enrolled for school by the age of six, though most parents enrol 

their children at five years (Richardson, 1997). As there is only one entry at 

the beginning of the school year in February, difficulties can arise with a 

number of children being under five years. Principals and teachers, 

according to Griffin's (1995) study, think that five years would be the most 
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appropriate age for children entering school, as younger children have more 

problems both academically and socially, and tend to remain behind their 

older peers. 

Beginning school in New Zealand most commonly occurs on the child's 

fifth birthday so often s/he enters the class alone. This can be an advantage 

because the teacher can assess the child without pressure of numbers. It can 

also be a disadvantage because the child is the only member of the group 

unfamiliar with classroom routine. Children have often attended an early 

childhood centre the day before they tum five, and the following day enters a 

very different environment. 

Starting school 

As this current study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge about 

children starting school in New Zealand, it is appropriate to review the 

findings which have been published to date. In 1977 Margery Renwick (1984) 

conducted a major research project called "Going to School" which revealed 

what life was like for children starting school in New Zealand. The results of 

this study provided an absorbing insight into the way parents, early childhood 

teachers and new entrants teachers viewed the transition to school. After an 

initial pilot study to isolate key issues at the time of transition, the findings 

came from a postal survey of 300 parents, 300 early childhood teachers and 300 

new entrants' teachers. In addition some parents were asked to keep diaries 

of their children's experiences as they started school. 

According to information provided by parents in the diaries, most children 

found starting school an enjoyable experience, and few wanted to return to a 

pre-school environment. However, individual children found some aspects 

of school difficult. For example some children found the school atmosphere 

noisy, while others found it difficult to sit on the mat for long periods of time. 

Another group of children found the playground a threatening place and 

were dismayed at being limited to a specific time to eat lunch, or go to the 

toilet. 
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Parents found the enrolment procedure complex as there was a lack of 

information from the school before the child started. They relied on contact 

with other parents who already had children enrolled in the school. Some 

parents commented on feeling useless as they were ushered out of the 

classroom on the child's first day. In some cases parents were encouraged to 

stay, but many teachers thought that children settled better when parents had 

gone. 

Critical comments from the teachers about the children revolved around 

their perceived lack of "readiness". Teachers often had a predetermined 

view of how children should behave on entering school. Many teachers felt 

that children who were socially and emotionally unready for school took up 

a lot of their time. Other criticisms were that some children had too short an 

attention span, lacked concentration, and had poor language skills, which 

made the children hard to understand (Renwick, 1984). 

New entrant teachers were split in their views on individual admission, 

when the child turned five, or a group admission at the beginning of a term 

or monthly entry. There was a slight preference for group admission because 

class management was perceived as being easier. Older teachers preferred 

individual entry which was interpreted as a preference for things traditional, 

while younger teachers preferred group entry. Renwick also suggests this 

preference could be because younger teachers had more difficulties with class 

management. Parents and pre-school teachers were in favour of individual 

entrance believing the child would feel more special. Entering with friends 

was seen as an advantage by many parents (Renwick, 1984). 

One of the clear messages from the study is that the personality and skill of 

the teachers are the major factors contributing to the ease with which a child 

settles into school. The children's views were heard primarily through the 

diaries kept by their mothers, although some children were interviewed in 

the pilot study. As Renwick (1984, p. 5) comments "the child is the person 

most difficult to consult - the person least likely to be able to put into words 
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his or her reaction to the experience of starting school", though a later 

publication did incorporate interviews with children (Renwick, 1987). 

A longitudinal study (Wylie, Thompson & Hendricks, 1996) describing the 

competencies of 307 children in the Wellington region aimed to discover 

what impact family resources and early childhood experiences have on the 

cognitive, social, communicative, and problem solving competencies of 

children. The first stage of the study occurred in early childhood centres 

when the children were nearing five years of age. The children were 

observed for social skills, interactions with peers and adults, exploration of 

materials, levels of play, language and any aggressive behaviours. The 

children were also given an opportunity to talk about what they liked and 

disliked in the centres. 

Interviews, regarding each child's competencies, took place with the 

teachers in the centres. These competencies included socio-emotional 

abilities, inquisitiveness, perseverence, relations with peers and adults, 

communication and the teacher's overall impression of the child. 

Family income and mother's educational qualifications were associated 

with children's competencies. The study found that children from low 

income homes were behind in maths, literacy, social skills with peers, other 

social skill areas and in communication skills. Mother's educational 

qualifications also reflected the same pattern. 

Competencies were affected by the length of time spent in early childhood 

centres, although the quality and type of centre was also a consideration. 

Children who worked at home on a range of number and writing activities 

also showed a higher level of cognitive competencies and motor skills. The 

study found that home resources and early childhood education played 

complementary roles with regard to children's competency levels. 

A second study (Wylie & Thompson cited in Smith, Grima, Gaffney & 

Powell, 1999)) continued to acknowledge that the early childhood experience 

made a contribution to mathematics and literacy skills. New associations 

emerged such as perseverence, communication and logical problem solving. 
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A third study (Wylie, Thompson & Lythe cited in Smith, Grima, Gaffney 

& Powell, 1999) reported that early childhood education experience had 

positive and enduring benefits even three years after the experience had 

ended. They also noted that children who attended early childhood centres 

at age two had higher scores, and that low income families with four years of 

early childhood experience achieved as well as high income children for 

literacy and communication. 

Recommendations from the studies suggested that a change in the tax 

system, and policies introduced to lower housing and health costs, would 

help reduce the gap between low income homes and others. More media 

advertising and education were suggested to encourage writing and 

mathematics activities at home, and a greater emphasis in early childhood 

centres on literacy and mathematical experiences was suggested. Offering 

early childhood education to low income families from an early age was seen 

as beneficial in improving literacy. 

Another study by the same author Learning to Learn (Wylie & Smith, 

1995) examined children's progress through the first three years of school. It 

followed 32 children interviewing and videoing them in class annually, and 

interviewing teacher and parents on an annual basis. School records and 

teachers' notes on the children's progress were also examined. The teachers 

acknowledged the importance of a good transition to school from home and 

early childhood centres but were critical of the lack of exposure some children 

had to books, the problems that children from solo or broken homes 

presented, and the lack of early childhood experience some children had. 

The teachers expected the new entrants to adjust to the school setting and saw 

their own role as supportive. The authors commented that although 

teachers used home experiences with children's learning, teachers were aware 

"that home experiences could be more powerful than their best efforts" (p. 

13). 

Parents were interviewed about what their children liked about school and 

what they talked about at home. Only seven of the children had initial 
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problems starting school according to the parents and all the children liked 

going to school. Children appear to give very little information about the 

school day which the authors suggest could be similar to adults who only 

report events which are different in their working day. 

When interviewing the children there were probems in accessing any 

information beyond a simple "Yes", "No", "Don't know" answer. However, 

the authors concluded that children were able to gauge their own progress in 

the classroom but only five children showed awareness that the group they 

were in signalled progress. 

Accessing children's views is a difficult task but in a recent New Zealand 

study (Cullen & St. George, 1996) the researchers managed to incorporate 

children's perceptions of their learning tasks. Four boys and four girls aged 

five years, were observed and interviewed in an informal and semi

structured way, during the first term of their schooling and again a year later. 

It was found that the children associated learning with the procedures and 

routines within the classroom. They thought that learning only took place 

when the teacher was involved and had no awareness of themselves as 

having a part to play in the learning process. A later study (St. George & 

Cullen, 1999) noted the scaffolding offered by peers in the new entrants 

classroom, but that success was dependent on the child having acquired 

social interaction skills. There was recognition that learning was embedded 

in the whole of classroom life, not just in teacher directed activities. 

A New Zealand perspective on the transition from early childhood centre 

to school highlighted the problems of enrolment, about which many of the 

parents in my study commented, and on parents feeling of not being wanted 

in the classroom. The teachers commented that many children were not 

ready for school emotionally or socially, nor had they developed appropriate 

practical skills. The children found schools noisy, they were fearful in the 

playground, and felt a loss of independence in not being able to choose when 

they ate and went to the toilet. Sitting on the mat, was regularly mentioned 

as a dislike in their school day. Children become so involved in the rules 
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and accepted behaviours in the classroom that they fail to recognise 

themselves as learners. 

School Readiness 

Readiness was an issue mentioned by new entrants teachers in Renwick's 

(1984) study and one which was also a concern for parents. It is not 

surprising then that readiness for school is the focus for much research. 

Elizabeth Graue (Graue, 1992; Graue, 1993a; Graue, 1993b) worked as a teacher 

aide in kindergartens set in three different kinds of community. Her 

research involved observing thirty children, interviewing the three teachers 

and a sample of parents. She interviewed children singly, but then opted for 

group interviewing, as the children primed each other to respond. Although 

children were more ready to talk in groups there was a tendency for them to 

influence each other in their responses. 

The study drew attention to the idea that readiness is a term which has 

been constructed by parents and teachers and it differed in each community 

(Eisenhart & Graue, 1990). Graue saw readiness as an institutionalised 

concept that allowed children to enter, or be prevented from entering the 

kindergarten (Graue, 1992). She looked at the ideas about readiness 

developed at home and school, which included performance standards 

expected of the child, parental involvement expected by the school and 

opinions held by the community of the teacher's effectiveness (Graue, 1993). 

It is possible for parents to delay entry to school for their child if they feel the 

child will benefit. Some parents abuse the system by what is termed 

"academic redshirting". This is the practice of holding the child back if his or 

her birthday falls after the middle of the year, ensuring that the child is 

among the older members of the class rather than the youngest. Graue 

suggests that there should be a comprehensive community plan for the 

transition between home and school and that all interested parties should be 

involved. She also argues that: 
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the focus of our actions should be on making school ready for children, 
a goal that has been lost in the dust of the readiness stampede. (Graue, 
1992, p. 241) 

According to Katz (1992) the readiness debate has been discussed for over a 

century. She believes that providing quality programmes and attending to 

children's health needs were especially important issues when helping to 

make disadvantaged children ready for school. Recognition of the problems 

facing children from disadvantaged families encouraged the development of 

programmes, such as Headstart, which offered enrichment for disadvantaged 

children to make them ready for school and to ease the transition from home 

to the school system. Parents as First Teachers, a home- based parent 

education programme in New Zealand, which is grounded on the Missouri 

Project, also aims to help children and parents to learn together in the home 

and enrich children's learning thus making the transition to formal 

schooling easier. However, there has been criticism of the programme 

(Pihama, 1996) describing it as compensatory, in that the programme treats 

families and children as failing to meet the "correct" methods of child rearing 

as defined by the dominant group, the white, middle-class. This "deficit" 

model, however, is still used in programmes to provide training for parents 

so that they could help their pre-school children learn. Besides helping the 

families, Katz also saw a need to: 

help schools to be responsive to the wide range of developmental 
levels, backgrounds, experiences, and needs that children bring to 
school with them. (Katz, 1992, p. 16) 

She emphasised that having a positive experience of being in a group is 

important for children entering school. Early childhood education can offer 

this positive experience for children. Highly trained and motivated early 

childhood teachers can ensure a smooth transition to school by teaching 

children social skills, by helping children to use language competently and by 

exposing them to a variety of stimulating intellectual activities. Katz argues 

that in school there should be an emphasis on a curriculum which has 
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meaningful contexts for the child rather than on isolated skills, and that there 

should be a focus on informal work and play. She suggests that the classes 

should be small so that the teacher can spend unhurried time with each child, 

and develop a good relationship with parents. She believes that a qualified 

teacher aide in the new entrants' class is important to enable the teacher to 

have adequate time to address each child's unique needs. Few educators 

would disagree with these recommendations, but the cost to schools of such 

initiatives ensures few are implemented in New Zealand. 

Uphoff and Gilmore (1986) after reviewing the research on academic 

success and age of entry found that placing children into school before they 

are "developmentally" ready increased their chance of failure. The 

expectations and requirements for young children entering school are 

"simply too much, too soon" (p. 15) for many children. In an earlier study, 

(1983) the authors found a link between youth suicide and children entering 

school at the youngest possible age. 

As school attendance in New Zealand is not mandatory until the age of six 

years, it would be expected that the same issues of holding children back from 

entering school would be as common as in the United States, but it appears 

not to be the case. The assumption that the child will enter school on the day 

s/he turns five is held by New Zealand parents and teachers, and as Graue 

(1992) suggests is socially constructed. 

Social stratification 

It is difficult to separate the readiness issue from the issue of social 

stratification in American society. Many similar concerns are held for 

disadvantaged children who enter school in New Zealand, as shown by the 

introduction of the Parents as First Teachers programme. The effects of 

poverty, ethnicity and family type on school adjustment were investigated in 

a study by Entwisle and Alexander (1993). Their findings were based on The 

Beginning School Study, which was conducted in Baltimore in 1982, 

involving a panel of 790 children who began first grade in that year. The 

study aimed to compare the experiences of children according to their 
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ethnicity. Questionnaires, which were completed by teachers and parents, 

and the children's standardised test scores, provided data for the study. The 

results indicated that black children, especially those from lower 

socioeconomic groups, did worse than white children on all test scores. This 

same group of children were identified by kindergarten teachers as being at 

risk, as the children were absent more often, their attention span was shorter 

and their interest and participation in activities were minimal. 

The Beginning School study also linked personality and school 

performance, and the mismatch between family values and those values 

expected by the school. A mismatch indicates a lack of continuity between 

the microsystems of school and family. Bronfenbrenner (1979) refers to the 

connections between microsystems as the mesosystem, and argues that a 

transition is enhanced if the roles and activities in the two settings are 

compatible, and if there is goal consensus between the two settings. The lack 

of continuity between home and school for some children may make starting 

school a particular challenge. 

From the data, seasonal patterns were found where middle-class children 

continued to make academic gains during the summer recess, whereas 

children from poor homes made no gains, or even regressed. It was argued 

that middle-class parents felt that they were in partnership with the school, 

and when school closed for the long vacation these parents continued to be 

involved with their children's education. Lower socio-economic parents felt 

that the school was solely responsible for their children's education, and were 

not involved in any educational activities with their children at home. 

It was found that children from two parent families adjusted to school 

better than children from one parent families (Thompson, Entwisle, 

Alexander & Sunddius, cited in Entwisle and Alexander, 1993). Solo parents 

living in an extended family, however, had children who made the 

transition to school more easily, though children of adolescent mothers did 

less well than children of older mothers (Hofferth cited in Entwisle and 

Alexander, 1993). The authors say that there is: 
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firm evidence that the children's adjustment difficulties are socially 
patterned especially by family economic status but also by ethnicity and 
family type. (p. 409) 

The scenario of a black child living in an inner city slum, on the poverty 

line with no father, and sharing care of siblings is a real one in the poorer 

parts of the United States. The schooling offered to such a child is likely to be 

minimal, as there is a lack of resources in these poor schools to meet 

requirements, in spite of findings which show that success in the early grades 

correlates with success in high school. Entwisle and Alexander (1993) see the 

entry into first grade as a critical period for a child's academic development, as 

important cognitive changes take place at this age, and it is a time when basic 

academic skills are taught. In the United States readiness tests are routinely 

given before entry to kindergarten, then standardized testing and educational 

sorting takes place in the first grade, and thereafter throughout the child's 

school career. Children are retained in the same grade depending on the 

results of such tests, and if improvement does not occur, children are placed 

in Special Education classes (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993). This sorting 

process emphasises the importance of children making a successful 

transition. In New Zealand there is likely to be School Entry Assessment, 

which assesses the child's reading, numeracy and other skills, within the first 

weeks of entry, but as school attendance is not compulsory for children until 

they reach six years, there is no mandatory testing. Plans for testing at 

Keynote stages, as developed in Britain, have been abandoned in New 

Zealand. For the most part the class teacher relies on his/her own expertise 

to place the child in the appropriate ability range mainly for reading. 

From Entwisle and Alexander's (1993) findings, poverty, ethnicity and 

family type are three aspects of society which have a major influence on early 

school success or failure. Of these poverty is seen as the major negative 

influence for a child making a successful transition and early progress in the 

school system (Entwisle & Alexander, 1993). 
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A recent analysis of the impact of school structures on early intervention 

progammes took place over a five year period (Neuharth-Pritchett, 1998, 

August). It was recognised that barriers operated at different levels to inhibit 

school reform efforts which had been put in place to better serve the needs of 

economically disadvantaged children. 

This vision, developed through dynamic interaction of transition 
administrators, eventually was transformed by the central office 
administrators into a bureaucratic network of policies and procedures 
(p. 45). 

The bureaucracy put in place did little to help the children and their 

families, and little notice was taken of the teachers' or of the parents' views. 

Although success was seen in the first three years of the programme when 

the administrators were positive, the gains made by the children in the Head 

Start Centre, the kindergarten and first grade were lost during the fourth and 

fifth year. This study emphasised that if changes were to take place within a 

school, enthusiasm and support from the administration and teachers was 

essential. Implementing change always presents problems and when schools 

feel that the way they have done things for years is successful, there is little 

motivation to initiate change. Teachers see little reward for the extra effort 

needed. 

There are obvious discontinuities when examining the transition for 

children who come from the lower socio-economic group, for example the 

language used is different in the home from that used in the school, and 

access to books and writing materials is limited in poor homes. Many 

programmes have been developed to eliminate the difficulties these children 

face. 

Continuity of settings 

A mismatch between microsystems causes difficulties for many children 

and continuity between settings is essential for a smooth transition. 

Lombardi (1993) comments that these difficulties which children have 

adjusting from early childhood education to elementary school, are caused 
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because of the different philosophies, teaching styles and structure. Lombardi 

(1993) identifies three key elements; parent involvement, developmentally 

appropriate practices (a term which is frequently used in the literature and 

which will be discussed more fully later) and supportive services, such as 

health care and social support, continuing from early childhood centres and 

into schools. She sees the success of any early childhood programme as 

depending on the degree to which parents are involved. This involvement 

should not stop when the child enters schools, as she sees good schools as 

welcoming family members, not simply as fund-raisers, but as decision 

makers, volunteers and staff. She sees parents as participants in parent 

education and support groups, but also that they should be encouraged to 

observe in the classroom, and in general take an active role in the child's 

education at school and at home. Schools should respond to the diversity in 

families, especially those with a different language, or culture. Parent 

activities need to be tailored to the needs of working parents, single parent 

families and teenage parents. Lombardi (1993) argues that although the 

setting, age range and abilities of the children will differ from early childhood 

centre to school, young children still learn best through active exploration of 

their environment, and through interactions with adults, other children and 

materials that build on earlier experiences. She does not see a divide 

between academically oriented programmes (school) and play oriented 

programmes , but that programmes should respond to the natural curiosity of 

young children, reaffirm their sense of self, and promote a positive 

disposition towards learning. Support services, such as health care and child 

care, especially for low income families, need to be continued when the child 

enters schools although traditionally they have taken a low key role. 

The uniting of school and community resources and concerns, and the 
clear recognition of the fact that the school is embedded in the 
community, sustain healthy environments and contribute greatly to 
continuity for children and families. (Lombardi, 1993, p. 18) 
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Kenney (1992) also recognized the need for continuity of services for young 

children as they move from pre-school to the early grades, and implemented 

a nation wide survey of eight schools, which were studied in depth for their 

transition activities. Children entering the system had a wide range of 

physical and social skills, and varied both intellectually and emotionally. 

However, the children were faced with many tasks with which they had to 

become familiar. Kenney criticised the academic style used in many schools 

which was incompatible with the way in which young children learn. 

Teachers instructed children in large groups, used flash cards, worksheets 

and expected children to learn isolated facts which had no meaning for them. 

Kenney acknowledged that some discontinuity is normal and to be expected, 

however, her concerns were that the child faces a transition which may be too 

abrupt. The child may move from a setting which is appropriate for 

him/her to one that is not. She argues that the kindergarten setting and the 

structured school setting needs to have an integrated approach by the teachers 

if the transition is to progress successfully. 

As Kenney has found, the discontinuity between kindergarten and first 

grade in American schools can be disadvantageous for the child. Some 

countries, such as Sweden, put more emphasis on the need to ease the 

transition. Doverberg and Pramling (1993, p. 52) drew attention to the 

Schools Act which was introduced into Swedish Law in 1980. This act makes 

communication between early childhood teachers and primary school 

teachers imperative, and recognises the need for them to develop comparable 

goals relating to children's learning. 

Alvidrez and Weinstein (1993) commented that much of the research on 

school transitions had focused on the characteristics of the child, associated 

with making a poor school adjustment. Many interventions also focussed 

on the deficits in the child instead of the deficits in the school system, and it 

was argued that it was the settings that needed adjustment. They saw the 

transition, whether normative or non-normative, as associated with 

"increased psychological distress, lowered self esteem, and a decline in 
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academic performance" (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993, p. 9). Differential 

treatment can be experienced by children in the same class and who entered at 

the same time (Weinstein cited in Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993). Ability 

grouping begins early and the labels which accompany such groupings often 

stay with the children throughout their schooling (Goodlad cited in Alvidrez 

& Weinstein, 1993). Teachers differentiate treatment to high and low 

achievers. For those fortunate students who experience high teacher 

expectations, they receive more approval and clear feedback, they are criticised 

less, and more challenging and stimulating material is given to them. Low 

achievers are called on less often, experience less friendly interactions with 

the teacher, and are not expected to produce high quality or even accurate 

work (Brophy cited in Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993). It is predicted that low 

teacher expectations restrict learning opportunities, result in low motivation 

of children with negative self expectations of ability. 

Rice and O'Brien of the Kansas Early Childhood Research Institute (1990) 

published an overview of transitions from the perspective of pre-schoolers 

with disabilities. They used a model of transition as a change in "ecocultural 

niche" and saw the child as a member of the family which was part of the 

wider social and cultural system (Gallimore, Weisner, Kaufman & 

Bernheimer, cited in Rice & O'Brien, 1990). Children and families 

accommodated to change by altering their day-to-day routines and activities. 

When a child began school, there were many such changes for the child and 

family to make, such as safety arrangements for special needs children, 

negotiating a change of location, interacting with a different group of adults 

and children, continuation of medical services. Here again there was 

recognition that a continuity or match between settings made for a smooth 

transition. In an attempt to help children with disabilities make a smooth 

transition (Fowler, Chandler, Johnson & Stella, 1988) thirty families whose 

children were attending special pre-school programs were interviewed , and 

asked to rate programmes and teachers. Their findings were used to develop 
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a Transition Planner which the researchers suggested would be helpful to 

parents of children with special needs entering the school system. 

Richardson (1997) looked at the importance of continuity of experiences for 

Australian children as they began school. Again as in other research, the age 

of entry, and enrolment procedures posed problems for many parents and 

children, and parents enroling their first child into school were very unsure 

of what to do. To help children and parents make a smooth transition, many 

states have reception classes, where the continuity of experience is addressed. 

However, Richardson reported that after talking informally to teachers, they 

felt that the parent's role was to be there at the beginning and end of the 

school day, and to keep out of the way in between, an attitude expressed by 

many teachers in New Zealand (Renwick,1984). Some teachers did express a 

preference for a more gradual separation, and encouraged parents to stay for 

as long as they wished. Richardson made two important points, the first 

being that educational programmes offered by the school should be 

developmentally appropriate for the individual child (Arthur & Beecher cited 

in Richardson, 1997). The second point was that schools should cater for 

children as individuals (Burt & Flynn cited in Richardson, 1997). 

The differences between the aims, philosophies and practices of early 

childhood and school programmes was the focus of this last section. 

Expectations of activities offered and the manner in which the child is treated, 

differs greatly in early childhood centres and schools. 

Developmentally appropriate programmes 

This use of this term has become out of favour because it places children 

into groups and predicts what they should be doing depending on their age 

and developmental stage. Developmental psychology (Burman, 1994; Morss, 

1996) and expectations that all children of a certain stage should be expected to 

achieve the same cognitive level, without taking into account culture, 

ethnicity or social conditions, have been criticised. Developmentally 

appropriate practices depend on the belief that a child's emotional, relational 

and cognitive abilities relate to their age and stage, a view strongly contested 
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by Mayall (1994). In her view children's competence and knowledge varies 

depending on the social context in which they find themselves. However, 

because much educational research, especially relevant to transition issues, 

includes the term "developmentally appropriate practice", an explanation is 

necessary. 

Kenney (1992) defines developmentally appropriate programmes (DAP) as 

those: 

that build on each child's abilities and interests through active 
exploratory learning, small group work and allow opportunities for 
children to select their learning activities from a variety of choices (p. 
30). 

Providing programmes which are appropriate, as defined above, supports the 

notion that a child should be allowed choice and be active in his/her own 

learning. Building on what the child has already learned recognises the zone 

of proximal development a concept in sociocultural theory, where support 

from peers and adults allows the child to advance his/her learning. Many 

researchers (Richardson, 1997; Katz, 1992; Pramling, 1988) see a need for 

schools to offer programmes which are appropriate for each individual child, 

as the long term experiences in school will depend greatly on these activities. 

However, what trained professionals see as appropriate and stimulating may 

not be assessed that way by children. Lisa Wing (1995) participated in 

classroom activities for a year while observing children. She asked fourteen 

kindergarten, first and second grade children their views of the programmes 

which were offered to them. When all the interviews were transcribed, she 

found that the words "work" and "play" were frequently used by the children 

and they had clear ideas of the words' meanings. If a task was obligatory, that 

is set by the teacher and necessary to complete, then it was considered work. 

If the children had a choice about what they did, then it was play, even 

though the tasks they chose were learning activities. The boundaries were 

clear cut to the children yet in the classroom the teachers considered that their 
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programmes were interesting, allowed choice, were child friendly and 

developmentally appropriate. 

Children's explanations provided convincing evidence that they were 

aware of the roles that adults and social contexts played in their 

experiences at school. (Wing, 1995, p. 227) 

An interesting study sought the ideas held about developmentally 

appropriate practices (DAP) from five early childhood teachers (Davis, 1993). 

Although their theoretical views were similar, their practices were not. 

Three of the five teachers limited the amount of child initiated activities to 

such an extent that children were involved in closed, teacher directed 

activities. It is apparent that these three teachers thought that they were 

using programmes which were child initiated, but this was not the case. 

Allowing the child to choose activities which enhanced their own learning, 

with the teacher available for guidance, could have been beneficial for the 

children. One of the recommendations from the study suggested that 

teachers attend in-service training on integrated learning and the importance 

of play, so that such a programme could be utilised in their classrooms. 

Another recommendation warned against complacency in the profession. 

The teachers in this study believed they were offering developmentally 

appropriate programmes for the young children in their care. This belief 

held by the teachers that they were doing what they were not, is an aspect of 

concern. 

Although the importance of the teacher is acknowledged in making a 

smooth transition, the emphasis in the literature is on the mismatch between 

the microsystems and the discontinuity between settings of home and school. 

However, one study (Pallas, Entwisle, Alexander & Cadigan, 1987) looked at 

the variables affecting exceptional progress in first grade. These authors 

found background variables, such as family and ethnicity, had little impact, 

whereas teacher characteristics did. Teachers relate to children who respond 

compliantly to directives, whereas restless children who are unable to 

concentrate, rate less positively. It was predicted in the study that if a teacher 
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considered the child to be socially mature and academically competent, then a 
successful transition would be assured. The fact that the teacher liked the 
school was also an important factor in predicting a child' s academic success, 
alongside marital status, ethnicity, education and attitude. The characteristics 
of the children found to be important, were personality I maturity and 
academic self-image. It was encouraging to the researchers that school 
success could be achieved by changes in classrooms and in school climate, 
rather than in family, educational status, and parental attitudes. The 
findings from this research are at odds with later publications by two of the 
researchers, Entwisle and Alexander (1993) discussed earlier, where poverty 
was seen as the major contributing factor to lack of school success. 

Children are able to do many things in the home (Dunn, 1989) and in the 
early childhood centre, which they are not expected, nor given an opportunity 
to do in schools, because of the structuring of their programmes. For 
example in the home children have some input into what to eat and when, 
they can load videos into a video recorder, adjust television sets and many 
can use a computer. In the early childhood centre children can use the toilet, 
make decisions about who they want to sit or play with, or select appropriate 
materials to complete an art activity. Children's attitudes to what constitutes 
work or play, is influenced by the teacher and the school structure. Within 
the classroom the children work, outside they play (Cousins, 1990). Activities 
in early childhood centres are frequently seen merely as play, by school 
teachers, parents and older children (Graue, 1993). 

II Social Adjustment 

In two studies (Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996; Ladd & Price, 1987) 
Ladd & Price, looked at the transition from early childhood centre to 
kindergarten and then on to grade school. The studies endeavoured to 
predict social and school adjustment following the transition. The research 
was based on fifty- three children from twelve, mainly middle-class, early 
childhood centres. The children were observed in free play activities in early 
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childhood centres and then rated on various sociability scales. Their peer 

interactions were also observed. Teachers and parents were asked to 

complete ratings and questionnaires, and interviews with some parents were 

conducted by phone. It was found that children who were sociable and co

operative in early childhood centres were liked more by their peers, and had a 

positive attitude to kindergarten. Those children who entered school with 

many friends and proceeded to make more, were more likely to make gains 

in academic performance. Children who displayed negative behaviours in 

early childhood centres were judged as aggressive by kindergarten and school 

teachers. Early peer rejection led to a negative attitude to school, poor school 

adjustment, and poor academic performance. This research suggests that 

children's social skills are an important predictor of academic success and 

associated with a positive attitude to school. However, a criticism of this 

study was the use of phone interviews for parents, who would be unlikely to 

admit that their children were lacking in social skills or friends. 

Furthermore it was found from other research (Patrick and Townsend, 1995) 

that teachers were not reliable in identifying children's friendships. 

The importance of social skills was examined in a study by Das (1992) who 

investigated the social acceptance of their peers by pre-schoolers. The 

children were asked to rate their peers' social and aggressive behaviour. They 

were also asked to name peers they liked, and who they perceived liked them. 

The findings support the concept that well developed social skills are 

beneficial for children at the time of transition. 

A New Zealand study that investigated any link between social and 

academic success, took place in Auckland where researchers interviewed 

eighty-three five year old children from five schools and administered tests to 

measure their perceived social and academic competence (Patrick, 1995). 

Teachers were also asked to rate the children academically and socially. The 

results indicated that children who relate well to their peers were more likely 

to be academically competent and had greater motivation. These findings 

suggest the wisdom of working on children's social competence to encourage 
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success in academic learning. These same concerns relating to their 

children's social readiness for school were expressed by parents in Graue's 

study (1990). They rated emotional maturity, such as being able to accept 

separation from mother and being able to deal with the frustrations of social 

life, as crucial for children to make a successful transition. Parents rated this 

as more important than having academic skills, such as ability to count or 

recognise letters. Feeling good about themselves, being able to sit and listen, 

were also important abilities that children should have before entering school 

according to the parents in Graue's study. A finding in the Patrick and 

Townsend (1995) study was that although both teacher and child could 

identify desirable social behaviours, there was little relationship between 

what the teacher identified as important, and what the children thought were 

important. Teachers and children were aiming for different social 

behaviours to be labelled desirable. The authors commented: 

It is important to identify the social behaviours that both 
teachers and young children consider to be integral to socially 
competent behaviour. (Patrick and Townsend, 1995, p. 11) 

Relationships which children develop with teachers in early childhood 

centres are less formal than those that develop with school teachers. Social 

skills that teachers think are important were strongly linked to academic 

competence, a finding supported by research which suggests that children 

who are well behaved are learning more, or at least being evaluated more 

favourably by the teacher (Entwisle et al, 1986, cited in Patrick & Townsend, 

1995). Children who feel they have sufficient friends and feel comfortable 

relating to peers at school, are likely to perceive themselves as more 

academically competent and motivated. Good behaviour in the classroom, 

as the teacher sees it, is of less importance to furthering the children's 

academic competence. Having social skills, usually assists children's 

academic success in school, so attention to developing such skills needs to be 

addressed before academic learning begins (Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Kochenderfer, 

1996; Ladd & Price, 1987). 
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In summary these studies support the view that social relationships are 

important when leaving the early childhood centre to begin formal 

schooling. It is suggested that there is a link between academic success and 

the development of such social skills, however, it is important to recognise 

that how an adult defines good social skills, for example, sitting quietly, not 

interrupting, contrasts strongly with the child's definition, which is having 

friends and getting on with his/her peers. In the current study the 

development and keeping of friendships were investigated. 

Friendships 

James (1993b) comments on the "shifting, slippery quality of children's 

friendships. " For young children friendships may be fleeting, yet some can 

be long lasting. Some children can list many friends but are unlikely to be 

perceived as a friend by any other child, so there is also a lack of clarity in 

children's understanding and use of the concept. The complexities of 

defining the word "friend" or "friendship" are plain to see when talking with 

children and listening to their ideas of friendship. Availability of friends is 

important, so friends must be seen on a regular basis. Starting a friendship 

provides difficulties for many children because they have to develop 

strategies for entry into a group (Corsaro, 1979; Corsaro, 1985). 

Friendships are an important aspect of children's experience, which 

contribute to their feelings of well-being and are part of their discourse within 

the family and peer group. Children may, for example, complain to their 

parents that other children do not allow them to play, or that they have no 

friends, or they may talk to their peers about who is or is not their friend on a 

particular day. The development of children's self awareness and social 

skills enables them to find increased enjoyment in friendships, as pointed out 

by Roffey, Tarrant and Majors (1994). The importance of the social climate in 

the school classroom and playground is stressed. 

Friendship is closely connected with "liking", and involves a mutual 

attraction, an enjoyment in the friend's company, doing things and having 

fun together. Friendship is not the same as popularity (Howes, 1996). This 
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study asked what friendship means to children themselves which is 

frequently different to adults' perception of friendship, and indeed different 

from what parents perceive as friendship for their children. 

The transition to school can be a difficult time for some children, and it is 

usually accepted that going into school with friends will ease the strangeness 

of the different environment. Faulkner's research (1993) supported the 

hypothesis that children who have well established friendships on entering 

school have better developed social and communication skills. The study 

concluded that the ability to make friends influenced children's performance 

in a range of learning activities, particularly those involving collaboration 

and co-operation. It was suggested that children will find the initial 

transition to school easier if they begin school in the company of a friend, and 

that children with friends are likely to face fewer problems in adjusting to 

school. This supports the theory that moving from one microsystem to 

another is eased when a familiar person or object accompanies the transition. 

More recently Ladd (1996) found that the type of friendship was an 

important factor in easing the adjustment to school. Earlier work had 

concluded that children's peer relationships had a positive influence on their 

adjustment on entry to school, but later research showed that it was the 

nature and quality of friendship which supported children's adjustment. 

Ladd investigated three forms of classroom peer relations; friendships, (a 

dyad relationship which is voluntary and mutually regulated); acquaintances, 

(children who know each other and who are familiar); and peer acceptance 

(popularity within the group). He defined friendship as implying "a 

reciprocated emotional, or affiliated bond between the child and another 

classmate" (p. 325). There was no relationship between the number of 

acquaintances and familiar peers, and a positive attitude to school. Prior 

friendships did result in more positive perceptions (p. 336) initially, but it was 

the long term friendships across the school year which were associated with 

children's positive attitudes. 
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Asking children what they understood as friendship was part of Goodnow 

and Burns' study (1985). Children were interviewed and asked to define the 

main qualities of a good friend. "Being liked", "cared for", and "comforts 

you" were some of the qualities which were grouped under a caring attitude. 

Someone who makes you "feel special" and "shares fun with you" were also 

important factors for the children (p. 121). Younger children emphasised the 

"niceness" and "kindness" of friends and the "sharing of fun". Children also 

recognised the possibility of being rejected or excluded by friends. Children 

recognised what a friend was not, for example someone who "bashed you 

up". The researchers questioned the assumption that success in making 

friends in the early years would ensure success in developing later 

relationships. They argue that keeping friends requires skills which may 

have to be learned away from the home in a variety of settings. Asking 

children in groups about friendships is difficult, because the children are 

influenced by what other children say. It is usually the most vocal child's 

views which are heard. On the other hand children in isolation find it 

difficult to share their views unless they know the interviewer well. 

In a longitudinal ethnographic study at a nursery school, Corsaro (1985; 

1988) studied the strategies children developed in making friends. He 

immersed himself in the setting in a participant observer role focussing on 

the use of access rituals in peer interactions. He found that children had 

more complex strategies for access rituals than for withdrawal, and put this 

down to formal training by adults, which the children learned well before 

they understood what the rituals meant. Access was often gained by helping 

others in some way, for example offering money or sharing a toy. These 

entry behaviours were complex, time consuming, and not always successful. 

Children's references to friendship in this study were characterised by a 

temporary sharing and a growing recognition of the differences that exist 

between child and adult. Peer culture is almost entirely linked to 

behavioural routines of doing things together. Children produce and share a 

peer culture where they see adults as wielding power and control, and as quite 
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separate from the child group. This peer culture provides a basis for children 

evading rules and tasks, and is strengthened by these processes. Although 

Corsaro spent many months entering and observing the children's world, he 

believed that he was still treated as an adult. 

Another longitudinal study looked at sixteen six year olds in a school 

environment for six months (Rizzo, 1989). Rizzo defined friendship as a 

"reciprocal emotion" and "sensual validation" (p. 111). He sees friends as 

feeling the same way about each other emotionally and validating their 

feelings by mutual sensual enjoyment. With little children this could mean 

hugs and a common pleasure in activities such as sand play, slime, and water. 

He argues that children's everyday experiences and interactions have a direct 

effect on their knowledge of friendship. His view is based on the 

Vygotskyian concept of the interpersonal becoming intrapersonal. As 

children become more knowledgeable about a friend and confident in the 

friendship, they internalise the friend's ideas, and comments, then accepts the 

child as friend. If a dispute occurs, adjusting this knowledge is difficult 

because the friendship has been internalised. Friends follow an expected 

pattern of behaviour which each child adopts, and arguments challenge this 

pattern. 

Reid, Landesmann, Treder and Jaccard (1989) developed an instrument, 

"My family and friends", to identify six-twelve year old children's perceptions 

of social support. The children in the study rated friends as the most 

satisfactory source of companionship, and second after parents for emotional 

support. Hunter and Youniss (cited in Reid eta!. 1989) found that intimacy 

with friends increased with age. The findings from studies with young 

children indicate that mother, father, siblings then friends are rated as being 

important for social support but teachers were rarely listed (Gamble & 

Woulbroun, 1995) 

Research on cross gender friendships (Goodnow & Burns, 1985; Smith & 

Inder, 1990) support the view that once children are in a school environment, 

same gender friendships tend to become the norm and cross gender 
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friendships rare. Maccoby (1988) argues that gender segregation of friendship 

dramatically increases when children enter school, although some 

friendships may survive in other settings like home and neighbourhood, and 

she attributes this to growing differences in gender interests and styles of 

interactions amongst boys and girls. 

A commonly held view that friendship is one of the most important 

factors in easing the transition to school is supported by much of the research 

(Faulkner & Miell, 1993; Howes, 1996; Ladd, 1990; Roffey et al., 1994). 

Children are thought to be more comfortable when entering a new 

environment with a friend. Friendships, particularly in the playground, 

ensure that a child is not lonely. In the current study friendships between 

the children in the early childhood centre and in the school, and whether 

they could be sustained over the transition, were examined. 

III The family 

The importance of the family is stressed by Garbarino (1992) as the most 

significant microsystem for the child. It is here that s/he learns about his/her 

culture and its values and beliefs. He sees the family as "a place for children 

to love and be loved, to learn and to teach, to serve and to be served"(p. 74). 

There is a reciprocity of the relationships within the family, and the child is 

seen to play an active role instead of passively being socialised into a model 

person desired by society. 

The importance of the family has long been acknowledged, but just how 

important the members of family are to a child during the period of 

transition to school needed to be explored. Particularly in the early stages of a 

child's life, parents provide for the child's physical, emotional and social 

needs. When the child leaves the home and makes the transition to an early 

childhood centre, parents or caregivers are there to offer support. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that at times of transition, warm, reciprocal 

linkages between the microsystems containing the developing person, can 

ease any stress. When children leave the early childhood centre and enters 
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school, they enter a new microsystem, while retaining a strong foothold in 

the microsystem of the home. One way of strengthening linkages in this 

mesosystem is through the existence of common elements across settings. In 

an early childhood centre it is usual to encourage parents to be available for as 

long as is required, and separation is at the parents' own discretion. Ideally 

parents and teachers decide if their children need continued support, and 

separation proceeds when it is acceptable to both parties. When the child 

begins school the separation can be more difficult for parent and child. For 

the parent there is a recognition that other conditions will affect the child and 

their own influence will wane as the child becomes more independent. For 

the child, the desire to get bigger and become a school kid is paramount, yet 

the realisation that mother will no longer be there is difficult for many 

children to accept. It is helpful if the child is confident that members of 

his/her family will be there, offering advice and support. When things go 

wrong in the school setting it is valuable if children know their families are 

available for them, and willing to advocate on their behalf. 

Changing family structures are a focus of interest in today's society and the 

stereotyped family of mother, father and two children is said to be outdated 

with the increase in divorce, step families and solo parents. Only recently 

have young children's perceptions been the focus of research. Children have 

their own unique interpretation of the meaning of family, and their own 

family history has an impact on this. The complexities of separated families 

and step families, with custody and access issues, bring new dimensions to the 

term family (Trost, 1990). One of the conclusions drawn from Trost's study 

was that although it was usual for the comment to be made that "everyone 

knows what a family is" the results showed this not to be the case. The 

concept of family varies when measured in individuals in many different 

cultures and types of family structure. 

Gilby and Peterson (1982) commented that very little was known about 

what the family means to a child. He cites work done by Schneider (1968) 

who gathered information from varied sources and analysed responses from 
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ninety nine children aged six years through to eighteen years in order to 

provide a rational description of what was considered a family. He 

concluded that an American family was conceptualised as "a mated pair 

rearing their young in a place of their own" (p. 111). At the time of that study 

a married couple without children, or a solo parent were not considered 

families, a finding supported more recently by Morrow (1998) and O'Brien, 

Aldred and Jones (1996). Gilby and Petersen interviewed children using 

cardboard figures and describing eighteen vignettes (short stories) to ascertain 

the concept of "family". It was found that to the children, a family consisted 

of two parents and their three children, a boy, a girl and a baby. This is 

comparable to the findings of Scneider (cited in Gilby and Petersen, 1982) 

twenty five years earlier. For young children, living together in the same 

location appears to be a necessary attribute, as were parents loving each other. 

Using a semi-structured interview based on the Family Concept Interview 

developed by Gilbey and Peterson (1982), Ulrich and Oberhuemer (1993) 

worked with four to seven year old children and used Playmobil figures to 

represent people and they used thirteen vignettes developed in the Family 

Concept Interview, for example, Playmobil plastic figures were set up to 

include mother, father, and two children, and the children were then asked if 

this configuration was a family. Their findings supported previous research 

suggesting that two parents and two children was the most common image of 

a family, and the young children's images of family did not merely reflect 

their own family situation. Overall the researchers found that children had 

"a generalised and complex notion of family" (p. 21) which went beyond their 

own experiences. A criticism of the study was that the children were taken 

from a familiar setting, the classroom, to a room nearby where the children 

had never been. In a one-to-one interview some of the children would 

perhaps have given answers which satisfied their need to terminate the 

interview quickly. Or the children could have prolonged the interview as a 

way of avoiding being back in the classroom. 
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These findings were interesting in their consistencies and the fact that they 
did allow children to speak for themselves, though within a rather narrow 
framework. Giving children an opportunity to explore and reflect on their 
experiences of family life is the approach used by O'Brien, Alldred & Jones 
(1996). They examined young children's accounts of their own families and 
their beliefs about "the family". They interviewed children in a school 
setting and familiarised themselves with the children over a two week time 
frame. They too adopted a vignette method of stimulating the children's 
response. Again the findings affirmed that two parents with a child were 
perceived as constituting a family for most children, though many children 
commented on the small size of the family. Couples living together satisfied 
the younger children, but older children demanded the legitimacy of 
marriage before the acceptable label of "family" could be used. Couples 
without children were not deemed to be a family though some children 
acknowledged that babies may be added at a later date. It was found that 
children who had experienced parental separation had a more sophisticated 
awareness of the position that fathers living away from the home held. A 
criticism of the study which the researchers acknowledged, was that the data 
was collected in the school setting, and that findings in the home setting had 
not been explored. 

Using a slightly different method, Morrow (1998) asked children, aged 8-14 
years of age, to complete sheets which had five questions describing different 
family configurations. There were in all approximately 160 children 
involved in the study, half of whom lived in town and half in a village. 
After the sheets had been completed children were asked in groups to enlarge 
on their responses. The findings were similar to those already reviewed, in 
that marriage, children and co-residence were necessary components of a 
family. Morrow (1998) also found that in discussion a more complex picture 
emerged, in that some of the children talked about the provision of 
emotional and material security as contributing to their concept of family, as 
well as roles and relationships. 
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Relationships within the family especially with siblings are likely to be 

important at the time of transition, given the emphasis by Garbarino (1992) 

on the reciprocity of relationships within the family. Kosonen (1996) 

interviewed sixty nine children about family relationships and found that 

siblings were seen as capable of giving, and receiving emotional support and 

help. The children were very positive about their experiences with siblings, 

whereas parents might have expressed more negative aspects of the 

relationships between siblings. The author emphasised the importance of 

asking the children themselves. A variety of interviewing techniques was 

used both individually and in group sessions, but more imaginative dialogue 

techniques may need to be developed when interviewing young children 

(Reid, Landesmann, Treder & Jaccard, 1989). 

Bronfenbrenner's concept of the macrosystem suggests that there are 

cultural "blueprints or models" for personal and social development, but in 

addition the family develops its own inner workings, traditions and values. 

Berwick-Emms research supports this concept (1989). Ten children were 

studied for four consecutive days, at the time the children started school and 

on four three monthly visits until they were six years of age. She found that 

the social linguistic schemas which children had adopted about the family 

mismatched the reality on entering school. She suggests "acculturation" 

takes place, that is, where the home "culture" becomes subordinate to the 

school "culture" (p. 16). Language meanings which the children had learned 

at home did not match meanings used in school. For example when 

children are asked to sit quietly at home the expectation is that some 

movement and some talking will still occur but at a quieter level. However, 

in the school setting when told to sit quietly, it means exactly that. The 

children are expected to sit still with no talking. A similar notion that 

children develop a theory of schooling, or a set of beliefs about school, which 

on entering the actual world of school has to be adjusted, is suggested by Paris 

and Newman (cited in Cullen, 1998). 
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Nelson (1986) described the event representations about children's 

everyday lives as scripts. Real world knowledge, according to Nelson, comes 

to the child almost exclusively from the analysis of their own direct 

experiences. Language plays an important role in developing memory, 

processing narratives, forming concepts and categories and in understanding 

other people's intentions (Nelson, 1996). Language links meaning and 

thought according to Vygotsky's theory ((1978). Language and culture are 

inseparable within the child's development in the family context. It is in this 

microsystem that shared meanings between conversational partners is first 

developed. 

Parents share with their children their practical approach to everyday 

problems. This common sense or "folk psychology" (Bruner, 1990) is 

developed through ordinary social experiences, and although we may learn 
more accurately through later scientific education, we still tend to rely on this 

common sense approach to make sense of the behaviour of ourselves and of 

others (Scardamalia, Bereiter, & Lamon, 1994). The primary elements of folk 

psychology are beliefs and desires. We tend to create beliefs that rationalize 

the behaviours which seem unexplainable. Although a complex idea, 

Scardamalia et al. (1994) argue that we reason abductively by creating premises 

which are then ascribed as beliefs, knowledge and goals. In the classroom if 

children are taught in a conventional manner individual children may listen 

to what is being taught and make sense of the information even though the 

conclusions made may be incorrect. It is important for teachers to be aware of 

the misinformation that may be being learned in their classrooms. Parents 

not only use "folk psychology" to rationalize their understanding of their 

own behaviour, but in discussions with their children they share their 

reasons for such rationalization. 

The importance of the family is stressed by Garbarino (1992) as the most 

significant microsystem, where the child learns about his/her culture, and its 

values and beliefs. The influence of the family especially in the first five 

years of the child's life is unchallenged. Within the family the importance of 
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the roles of mother, father, siblings, grandparents and members of the 

extended family are all formed. The impact of folk psychology, particularly 

within the family environment, will be considered, and the exploration of 

the importance and the meaning of family to the children in the study will be 

examined. 

Family and school 

Parents and teachers have different expectations of childhood and often 

offer contrasting programmes of activities (Mayall, 1994b). According to 

Mayall children find that life in the home is more negotiable than life in 

school. For example, if a child wants to be read to in the home, negotiations 

can be made with the parent as to a suitable time, whereas in school the 

teacher reads to the children when the timetable indicates it is reading time, 

and this takes place whether the child wants to be read to or not. The value 

that children put on what they learn is associated with how they relate to the 

adults. For young children in the home, mother is usually the prime adult 

to whom they relate, whereas in school the teacher becomes the important 

adult and the knowledge from the home frequently becomes less valued. As 

the home is the main social setting for most young children, parents quickly 

recognise their child's right to establish his/her own space and construct a 

social life within the family and beyond (Hallden cited in Mayall, 1994). 

Young children enjoy helping in the home and taking on the responsibility of 

household tasks and also of their own care, for example, in washing, and 

dressing. Parents understand that their children have rights and desires; they 

also have abilities that will be used and extended, and most parents recognise 

the social characteristics of their children. 

Whether children can influence and modify their social environment 

depends on adults' willingness to allow flexibility. Children are aware of the 

ability they have to influence adults in the home, and they probably expect to 

have the same influence in the school, yet after entering school they have 

little success, according to Mayall. 
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The rigidity of social norms and goals of the school are relatively 
impervious to individual challenge, in particular to children's 
challenges. (Mayall, 1994, p. 122) 

There is recognition that a child may develop a separate identity for 

him/herself as school child and as home child. In a recent study (Mayall, 

1996) of children's health needs in the home and school, Mayall recognised 

that children were allowed few contributions to discourse about their own 

well being in the school setting, for example children were expected to sit on 

the mat in a cross-legged position with their arms folded. In the home, 

children were given the responsibility for their own care with the guidance of 

a parent. Children talk about the routines in which they take part. They also 

challenge some of the routines and contribute to changes, for example, bed 

time can be negotiated. 

Though the world of education stresses starting from the child's 
knowledge and educational needs, children's contributions to learning, 
as agents building on their experiential knowledge, is likely to have 
low status compared to the official curriculum implemented by the 
school. (Mayall, 1996, p. 54) 

Mayall argues that teachers believe that the school is child-centred and that 

a model environment exists which is based on a sound knowledge of child 

development. Yet if children challenge the school norms, then teachers are 

often not prepared to investigate the points underlying the challenge. 

Children's views are dismissed as irrelevant, and "since the school is a model 

environment, the fault must lie with the children- or their homes - if they 

don't like it" (Mayall, 1996, p. 122). Teachers' aim to socialize children until 

they are mature and independent, is questioned by Mayall because this 

"independence " is nothing more than conforming to school norms, both 

academic and social. Woe betide the child who aims to have a legitimate 

voice and, worse a family who supports him/her. If this happens, outside 

agencies must make the rebel conform. Walkerdine (1993) also argued that 

the modern child is universalised and that a peripheral subject, that is the 

non conforming child, is rendered pathological and abnormal. The 
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competence and self reliance gained before starting school is devalued once 

school starts, in Mayall's view. According to five year-old children Mayall 

interviewed, learning school norms and establishing a social life can be 

stressful, though the children acknowledged that they also have fun. In 

school having to ask permission to go to the toilet or get a drink is required, 

whereas in early childhood centres this is managed by the child. For Mayall 

there is no escape from the noise, the boredom, the tedium of school 

routines, and the stressful relations with adults and other children. 

Children recognize that they are powerless to reconstruct the school as 

a social institution to meet their own ideas about what would 

constitute a child friendly educational setting. (Mayall, 1994, p. 124) 

Mayall represents her points about children's experiences at home and school 

in a simple table. 

Table 1. Contextual factors influencing learning and behaviour 

Home School 

socialization as negotiation socialization as prescription 

adult authority in context of adult authority in context of 

relationships institutional norms 

adult construction of child as actor adult construction of child as project 

child construction of self as subject child construction of self as object 

(Mayall, 1996, p. 124) 

Mayall's work highlights the differences which children experience in the 

setting of home and school. I hope that my study will contribute to an 

understanding of the challenges which children must meet when making the 

transition between school I home and early childhood centre/ school. While 

the children are in the home and early childhood centre they are treated as 

individuals who are able to make decisions, initiate interactions with adults, 

and negotiate conditions. In school their loss of autonomy means that they 
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have to learn to a new set of norms and behaviours which will equip them to 

take advantage of what the school has to offer. 

An interesting personal account of a child beginning formal schooling was 

written by the mother of the child who found the attitudes of the school and 

the teachers difficult to accept (Shannon, 1995). It was a moving account of 

the feelings of the mother, and her perceptions of how her child was feeling. 

There were many criticisms of the school and teachers. She resented the way 

the children were left sitting on the mat in silence on entry to the class, and 

contrasted the excitement that her daughter felt at going to school with the 

low key reception that she received. Her daughter could already read and 

write on entry to school yet no acknowledgement was made of her ability, 

and she was given a reading book which she had already mastered. Parents 

were discouraged from entering the classroom and when Shannon tried to set 

up a parent roster to help with reading she was strongly discouraged. 

Shannon felt that the teacher had dismissed all the knowledge the mother 

had gained about her child in the previous five years. 

A detailed account is given of how the mother attempted to overcome the 

negativity she perceived from the school. Changing schools became an 

option which the mother took, and the child was sent to a religious school 

where the mother felt that she and her child were welcomed and respected. 

The book emphasises the supportive role that parents can play when a child 

enters school. 

A study by Bartholomew and Gustafsson (1997) of a transition that went 

wrong used a case study approach. The authors talked with and observed a 

boy when he moved from early childhood centre to school. They 

commented on the differences in attitude and practice between the two 

settings. They felt that the school hindered and constrained the child's 

learning, and took no account of the individual child or of his previous 

experiences. He had many strengths especially in science and technology, 

and was successful when he was active in his own learning, however, he 

encountered problems when having to fit into large group situations and 
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coerced into doing activities not of his choosing or interest. The authors 

acknowledged that the pressures that teachers work under have caused them 

to adopt practices which do not best support children's learning. 

The family plays an important part in a child's life, yet studies which have 

access to the home to study children and their relationships with members of 

their family are few (Dunn, 1989; Dunn, 1986). Dunn and her team found 

that conversations with an affectionate parent provide positive contexts for 

intellectual development. The parent is keen that the child understands and 

the child's own curiosity and persistence enhances the learning process. 

Dunn sees it as essential that the child is studied within the family. When 

the transition to school takes place, an understanding of relationships within 

the family, and the home/ school relationship is useful. Wolfendale (1994) 

suggests that the premises on which these links are seen as important are:

that parents are experts on their own children; that parental skills and 

expertise can be constructively utilised in parallel with teachers' knowledge 

and skills; that teachers' morale and output is enhanced by parental co

operation; and that children benefit from the home-school coalition. 

In 1993 an interesting addition to the criteria for inspection of schools in 

England was consulting and listening to parents' views about the school. 

Parental and family involvement was seen as a core dimension of school 

effectiveness (Reynolds and Cuttance cited in Wolfendale, 1994) and written 

policies on partnership reflect this. Bastiani (1993) feels the term partnership 

is overused, and rarely do schools share power, so parents feel they do not 

have an equal share in decision making, and there is seldom mutual respect. 

Hughes, Wikeley, and Nash (1994) investigated the views of teachers and 

principals, many of whom see parents as problems. They investigated 

policies that see parents as consumers and parental choice as important. This 

ideally means that when children begin school, parents can choose the school 

that best suits the child. It should also mean that principals and teachers are 

willing to reassess their policies. The research found that the main reasons 

that parents chose certain schools were locality and reputation. 
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Macbeth {1993) also explored the role that parents have in education today 

as managers, consumers or partners. He argues that the most substantial part 

of learning for children happens outside school and mostly in the home. 

Parents, the sort of media the children are exposed to, the community they 

mix in, and the peer group which the children encounter, all influence 

attitudes. Bryans {1989) while acknowledging the importance of the home

school relationship, sees it as being influenced by political and social 

pressures. He predicts major changes in the home-school link occurring not 

because of "closer real parental involvement but by the more devastating 

power of parents to opt out of the system altogether" (Bryans, 1989, p. 45). 

Hinton {1989) looks at parental involvement at the time of transition, 

because of concerns about children experiencing difficulty adjusting to school. 

Programmes for disadvantaged children which empowered family initiatives 

to improve health, nutrition and cognitive enrichment, developed as a 

result of this research. Hinton found that parents were interested in easing 

the initial transition to school and were prepared to commit time and 

resources. A project, which was inspired by a new entrants' teacher and her 

supportive principal, was called "Getting ready for school". Data were 

gathered from eleven schools about the difficulties which children had at 

entry. They were separated into three main categories: language skills 

(listening to stories, answering and following instructions); classroom skills 

(finishing an activity, pencil skills, scissors skills, etc.); and social/ self help 

skills (separating from mother, dressing skills, using the toilet, etc.). The 

videos and take-away packs covered the areas of difficulty which the children 

and parents could work through together in the twelve weeks before the child 

entered school. Although the author did not claim complete success of the 

programme, positive feedback was given by parents, children and staff. This 

is a good example of research stimulating action. It would possibly be 

beneficial for similar programmes to be offered to parents and children here, 

in order to facilitate the transition. My criticism of the programme is that 

schools should not necessarily expect children to have all these skills before 
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entry, and perhaps simply to make life easier for the teacher. Whether the 

children had attended an early childcare centre, where many of these skills 

would have been acquired, was not stated. Involving families and 

acknowledging their importance is valuable. The importance of a family 

atmosphere is reflected in the appearance of classrooms with a more family

like style, with the addition of comfortable chairs, bean bags, carpet areas, and 

so on. All of this is in the belief that it will maximize learning and improve 

student attitudes (Epstein, 1986). 

Having close links with parents has long been the basis of the philosophy 

of many early childhood educators, Their focus is to develop programmes to 

meet the needs of the child (Powell, 1996). The Te Whaariki curriculum 

{1993) developed in New Zealand by early childhood educators aims to help 

children: 

To grow up as competent and confident learners and communicators, 
healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and 
in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society (Te 
Whaariki, p. 9). 

The curriculum emphasises links with parents and families as an essential 

part of young children's education, and acknowledges that children's 

knowledge and understanding is like "a tapestry of increasing intricacy, 

complexity and richness" (Smith, 1999, p. 12). Te Whaariki used current 

research and theory as a basis for the model, yet incorporated the views held 

by practitioners in early childhood centres. Particularly important for New 

Zealand was consultation with Maori groups as the indigenous people of the 

country. Developing the child and his/her family's sense of belonging, 

protecting and nurturing the well being of the child, encouraging active 

exploration of the child's environment, using language of their own and 

valuing each child's contribution to learning are the main strands of Te 

Whaariki. Carr and May {1994) see these strands as developing behaviours 

such as taking interest, being involved, persisting with difficulty, challenge 

and uncertainty and being able to express a point of view. For children in 
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New Zealand early childhood educators have a valuable document on which 

to base children's early education programmes. 

The mesosystem of home and early childhood centre is recognised in Te 

Whaariki. Positive links between home and school are beneficial to the child 

at the time of transition, yet it is a link which in many schools is neglected. It 

is not surprising that some parents feel a sense of loss when they leave their 

children on the first day of school. 

IV Listening to children 

Using methods in which children's voices are heard can provide helpful 

information on understanding how children can make a successful transition 

to school (Prout and James, 1990). According to Qvortrup (1990, p. 81) we 

need to see that children are equal to other groups in society, and to see 

children as individuals and childhood as a "social category". The transition 

to school is a personal one yet there is a lack of information relating to the 

experiences and views of children themselves. Incorporating the views of 

children and the meanings they construct about their lives is lacking in 

research (Smith, 1995). 

Although some of the research on the family and friendships which has 

already been discussed incorporates talking with children, the following 

research has as its focus giving credence to children's views. Hood (1996) 

conducted a qualitative study which looked at children's daily lives in a 

variety of settings at the ages of three, nine and twelve years of age. The 

researchers interviewed children at home, at school, or in a youth club, and 

the interviews were conducted either separately, in groups or with parents. 

However, in endeavouring to make children's voices heard, the authors 

experienced difficulties gaining access to the children. The process of 

"gatekeeping" put in place by adults and institutions, was difficult for 

researchers who wished to investigate children's perspectives. 

There are a few researchers listening to children and writing about 

children's experiences at the time of transition. Two case studies of children 
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in their first year of school in England (Bartholomew & Gustafsson, 1997; 
Herbert, 1993) give an insight into children's views. Herbert found that her 
child was most excited about the skipping skills she had learned and was 
learning. She was also proud of her ability to swim with armbands, but of 
lesser importance was the fact she could write her name, liked reading books, 
and knew that food she ate. However, the child's parents and her teacher 
were positive about school and so was the child. 

A practising teacher (Brooker, 1996) investigated the views of children in 
her first year class on why they went to school. She noted how pleased the 
children were at having their views sought, and recognized that by consulting 
the children regularly she was giving them autonomy and responsibility 
which she wanted them to acquire. She allowed the children to plan their 
own work, and to compile and list assignments to be completed within a time 
frame. The success of the programme was judged by the children taking on 
responsibility for their own learning and the disappearance of the delineation 
between work and play. Being able to choose is important in making 
children's time in school effective. 

Finding out what children think is one important step in improving the 
transition from early childhood centre to school. A recent pilot study in 
Australia interviewed fifty children in small groups (Perry, 1998). Many of 
the children admitted that they were scared when they started school, though 
most were positive at the time of interviewing five weeks into the school 
year. The children were concerned about not knowing school rules and 
about the bigger children. The researchers were surprised at how clearly 
these young children were able to verbalise their thoughts and ideas. 
Children, according to Perry (1998), should have opportunities to visit the 
schools before they attend, to meet the teacher, visit the classroom, know 
where to put their belongings and have someone listen to their concerns. 
This kind of school visit to familiarise children with the location prior to 
starting is common in New Zealand. The number and frequency of visits 
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varies from school to school but does take away some of the uncertainty felt 

by children when going into new surroundings. 

A researcher who listened to teachers, parents and children to investigate 

views about home and school was Jacqui Cousins (1990). She was involved 

in running in-service courses for teachers of four/ five year-olds. She began 

to question the validity of the courses when no long term benefits emerged. 

One child enlightened her by his common sense. The boy made little sense 

out of the rituals of the classroom and frequently challenged the teacher that 

"It didn't make sense", or "Why do you keep asking the kids questions when 

you knows all the answers?". He became angry when his game was 

interrupted by a bell or the clock. He could tell good stories, and was able to 

make sense of counting by making up stories for a friend who was confused. 

Counting out money and doing sums in his head did not pose a problem, 

because this was one of his life experiences. Listening to one child, suggests 

ways to change class activities so that they make sense to children. Building 

on the knowledge and experiences of children would have eliminated some 

of the frustrations felt by the boy in this study. Allowing flexi-time where 

children can complete contract work over a day or a week is another 

suggestion. Children can be treated with respect by explaining that a game 

has to be interrupted because of reasons beyond the teacher's control. Not 

talking down to children by asking what they already know, and then 

expecting them to chorus out the answer, is one of many ways that classroom 

procedures could be changed. 

V Easing the transition to school 

The literature provides many articles aimed at parents, which offer 

practical advice to ensure that the transition to school was smooth. One such 

article looked at how a child can be helped to say good-bye to the early 

childhood centre and be prepared for the school (Ziegler, 1985). There were 

suggestions about which books should be read, and about photographs which 

could be discussed by the child and parent. An important point made by 
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Ziegler was for teachers to involve parents, and to recognize how important 

parents were in ensuring that the child maintained social contacts with 

his/her friends from the early childhood centre. One research article 

(Bjorklund, 1988) offered a checklist to help parents appraise their child's 

readiness for school. Another article from a parent in New Zealand 

examined the feelings of the parent and child at the time of entering school 

(Smaill, 1996). She highlighted differences in expectations between the early 

childhood setting to the school setting. Articles in parent magazines and 

television documentaries from time to time investigate the transition to 

school. Most of the onus is on preparing the child for the formal life at 

school, rather than asking how schools could adjust their procedures to be 

more supportive of the child at the time of transition. 

A booklet (1997) compiled by Renwick offers advice to parents and 

caregivers when a child starts school. Topics include, for example, 

enrolment, school visits, clothes and schoolbags. The information was 

gained from parents' viewpoints shared in diary entries during earlier 

research. 

Another publication which aims to provide professionals with some 

guidance on programmes for young children which cross the boundary 

between early childhood education and early primary education is provided 

by Cullen (1991). The booklet recommends programmes that are child

centred, active, creative, and focused on goals set by the child. 

The important factors in making a successful transition to school for 

O'Brien (1991) are shown in Table 2. Children's characteristics and the belief 

they have about their own abilities combine with parent characteristics and 

their beliefs about how the child will succeed. The expectations and the 

judgements that the teacher has, are expected to have an effect on success at 

school. 
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Table 2. Factors contributing to early school success. 

Child characteristics Family & parent 

characteristics 
Child's belief about own Parents expectations for 
ability child success 

EARLY SCHOOL 

SUCCESS 

Child performance Teacher characteristics 
Teacher judgement of Job related factors 
child maturity 

(O'Brien, 199l,p. 12) 
The recognition that programmes are needed to help children 

make the transition from early childhood centres to schools has been well 
explored by teaching organisations in the United States , for example 
SERVEing Young Children project (SERVE, 1997). Early childhood teachers 
see many barriers to a successful transition, one of which is that there has 
always been a tradition of separateness between school and early childhood 
education and educators. There are discontinuities between the structures 
and philosophies of each institution as illustrated in Table 3. O'Brien (1991) 
also recognised the differences in goals in the early childhood centres and 
schools, and although the table refers to American teachers, there is a strong 
similarity to New Zealand conditions. 
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Table 3. Goals of early childhood programs contrasted with goals of school 
classrooms 

Early childhood Primary school 
Involvement of children Control by_teacher 
High rate of peer-peer interaction Low rates of peer-peer interaction 
Acceptance of child contribution Evaluation of child's performance 
Teaching follows child's interest Teaching set from pre-established 

curriculum 

(O'Brien, 1991, p.S) 
In early childhood centres children are listened to, and allowed to initiate 

activities in which the teacher becomes involved. In schools teachers tell 
children what to do, everything is organised for them and the children are 
expected to comply. Table 4 illustrates this. 

Table 4. Teacher's role in early childhood centres compared with teacher's role 
in primary school classrooms 

Early childhood Primary school 
Listen to the children Talk to children 
Follow children's lead Direct children's behaviour 
Respond Initiate 
Encourage child initiation Encourage child compliance 
Participate in activities with children Organise activities for children 

(O'Brien, 1996, p. 5) 
Rogoff (1996) offers an alternative to one sided processes of learning, 

where knowledge is transmitted from experts, being the teachers, or the 
acquisition of knowledge by the child, and argues that learning is a 

community process. She discusses a school programme in Salt Lake City 
where parents are participants in a community of learners. The school is run 
co-operatively by parents and teachers, and parents are required to spend 
three hours per week per child working in the classroom. The school has six 
classes of approximately thirty pupils from kindergarten to sixth grade. The 
model used is neither adult-run nor children-run, but a model which 
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involves active learners and more skilled partners who provide leadership 

and guidance. This model corresponds with the theoretical stance that 

"learning involves transformation of participation in collaborative 

endeavour"(p. 388). In a community of learners all participants are active. 

Children take an active role in managing their own learning, and co

ordinating with adults who provide guidance and orientation. Adults take 

note of what children are ready for and are interested in, and they engage in 

shared activities in which all contribute. In the classroom there are dynamic 

groups of learners whose members take responsibility for their own learning, 

and also for the group's functioning. Discourse is conversational and builds 

on ideas on a given topic, and everyone works collaboratively. 

Children play an active role in class and there is a prevalence of hands-on, 

experiential learning. The adult-child ratio is good in that three adults plus 

the teacher, are available to the children. The families of children who 

attend the school make a commitment to their education and to 

involvement in the classroom. This involvement provides enrichment for 

the school programme by including expertise offered by each family, and also 

support for children's learning at home. The classroom offers a nurturing 

environment which respects individual interests, individual rates of 

progress, and an avoidance of ability grouping. When the children were 

asked how their learning could be more effective, they recommended that the 

adults made learning fun, and elaborated that to make an activity fun, they, 

the children, must have some choice in how to do things. 

The differences in outcome between a school based on the community of 

learners model and the traditional adult-run model were few academically, 

though there appeared to be a greater conceptual understanding of 

mathematics, oral and written expression, science and social science in the 

community of learners model. There appeared to be less attention paid to 

mechanical aspects of learning such as spelling and punctuation, in the 

community of learners model. Students from the school based on the 

community of learners model, have learned how to co-ordinate with others, 
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be responsible and organised to manage their own learning, be able to build 

on previous interests to learn in new areas, and were able to sustain their 

motivation to learn. 

Brown and Campione (1994) use a method of "guided discovery" (p. 230) in 

their community of learners programme. They describe this method as a 

middle way between wholly discovery learning where they suggest students 

may invent findings, and the didactic method of teaching which they suggest 

leads to passive learning. To be successful at "guided discovery" the teacher 

must be sensitive to the current "zone of proximal development" (Vygotsky), 

1978), where students are ready for learning. Great responsibility is 

transferred to the teacher who must model, foster and guide the "discovery 

process" into disciplined enquiry. Brown and Campione (1994) also include 

reciprocal teaching in their model. This places children in groups of about six 

students who each have a turn at being the leader. Questioning, 

summarising, clarifying and predicting are key structures in getting a group 

discussion going. Students are seen as designers of their own learning and 

are encouraged to be partially responsible for designing their own curriculum. 

Themes are assigned to a group and each is divided into sub-topics. Each 

student takes responsibility for a sub-topic and researches it. After the 

research is completed the students re-group into reciprocal teaching seminars, 

and each "expert" teaches other members of the group what s/he has learned. 

At the completion of the unit, children are responsible for mastery of the 

whole topic not simply the sub-topics/he researched. The authors argue for 

increased diversity in the classroom, and although they acknowledge an aim 

for conformity in the basics, that is everyone must read, they maintain that 

diversity of expertise and interests will benefit all members of the 

community. "The essence of teamwork is pooling varieties of expertise" 

(p. 235). 

Socioculturally-based models of practice in the classroom, like those of 

Rogoff (1996) and Brown and Campione (1994), suggest a more dynamic, 

reciprocal model of classroom practice where the child can learn in 
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partnership with adults, and has the opportunity to initiate and take 
responsibility. Students are equally as likely to gain academic skills and 
competency within community of learners models, as in traditional 
classrooms, but they are likely to have more ongoing motivation to learn and 
be more active participants in the learning process. There is also an 
emphasis on the connection between schools and families. The use of such 
models in primary schools in New Zealand, might lead to a smoother 
transition from early childhood centre to school, since the approach taken 
seems more compatible with the early childhood curriculum in New 
Zealand. 

It is clear that the availability of literature offering helpful advice for 
teachers and parents to help ease the transition from early childhood centre to 
school, which indicates that there is a demand for such guidance. It is also 
clear from the literature that there are many innovative ideas based on sound 
educational practices being utilised in classrooms. 

Summary 

The literature reviewed covers a wide range of topics relating to children, 
their families, friends and their lives at the time of entering school. 

Several themes emerge about the importance of this first year of school for 
the child's academic and social success. The best age for young children to 
begin their formal schooling is the basis of enquiry for many studies, but there 
seems little agreement. In the United States there is research relating to the 
retaining of children by parents in early childhood centres, with a perception 
that entering school when the child is older will enable them to cope more 
successfully with formal schooling. By contrast there are parents who want 
their children to begin learning formal academic skills as early as possible, 
and entry into school for some children could begin as early as four years. 
These parents see the activities in early childhood centres as not a good 
preparation for academic success. Do the same doubts about children's 
readiness for school occur in New Zealand occur? The difference between 
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work and play is especially clear from the child's perspective according to the 

literature, and although in school, teacher- directed activities have 

precedence, when the children choose their own activities, they refer to them 

as play. 

The importance of appropriate programmes to suit the child's individual 

needs is mentioned by many researchers. The use of adult support to 

enhance learning is observed in the home and early childhood centres, but 

less frequently in schools. Scaffolding by adults and peers is recognised as 

important in enhancing cognitive development yet, according to the 

literature few opportunities are available once the child is in school. The 

discontinuities which exist between microsystems, and the mismatch, caused 

by poverty, for many children, is also a focus for much research. Are 

children aware of the differences in adult support in the different 

microsystems? Attention is drawn to the different goals of early childhood 

education and that of primary education, yet Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

emphasises the value of goal consensus between microsystems for successful 

transitions to be made. 

Social relationships are seen by most researchers as an important 

component in helping to make the transition to school easier. Findings have 

indicated that what adults class as friendships does not always agree with the 

children's views. Criteria for judging friendships are varied but there is 

some agreement that young children tend to have transitory friendships. 

Not establishing good social relationships was seen as a barrier to 

achievement in school. Questions of friendship are important to parents and 

children as many parents feel that going to school with a friend will help the 

transition. 

Family plays an important part in aiding a smooth transition, especially 

when the child is accompanied and supported by a parent when starting 

school. Having someone from the home microsystem when entering the 

school microsystem is seen as beneficial (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Examining 
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children's beliefs about family and family members revealed a variety of 
findings, but the importance of family is well supported. 

The reciprocity of relationships between home and school is a desirable 
goal for many researchers, who see the school not acknowledging the 
contribution which parents make towards the child's well-being especially at 
the time of transition. Teachers were found, in many studies, to play a 
pivotal role in ensuring that a smooth transition occurs and that good 
progress in the school years is maintained. 

Much of the literature reviewed relies on research which involved 
collecting data from a large number of children, then analysing the 
information, usually school records, or questionnaires from parents and 
teachers. Much of the research comes from overseas sources and the 
findings may not transfer accurately to the New Zealand setting. 

Studies that focus on children's views, though not numerous give some 
insight into what children are thinking about people and events in their 
lives. In this study listening to children is the basis of an investigation into 
their lives, and hearing their perspective on their homes, early childhood 
centres and schools. What are their interests? What do they count as 
important in their lives? What do they feel about friendships, their 
relationships with family members and with teachers. 

Previous research has suggested that the transition to school, at whatever 
age it occurs, can be a stressful time for children and that there is a variety of 
discontinuities between the familiar worlds of early childhood centre and 
home, and the new demands of the school setting. It has been suggested that 
adults and peers play an important role in helping children adjust to these 
changes, and that the changes are likely to be less stressful for children when 
there are good mesosystem linkages between home and school. It is also 
clear that the "common sense" beliefs which already guide teachers provides 
them with reasons to resist utilising innovative practices based on sound 
learning theory. 
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While there has been considerable research on the issue of transition, there 

has been very little which has attempted to approach the issue from the 

child's perspective. The attention in the present study to children's voices, 

and to field observations of the details of their everyday lives in context over 

a sustained period of time, has allowed a new angle to be explored. The 

present study examines the everyday experiences of four to five year old 

children at home, early childhood centre and over the transition to school. It 

focussed on the microsystems of their lives and the connecting mesosystem, 

and how they experience situational and role demands, relationships with 

friends, parents, other family members and teachers. As much as possible 

the present research attempts to approach each issue from the viewpoint of 

the child. 

General Research Question 

How do children understand and experience events, ideas, and relationships 

in their microsystems of home, kindergarten and school, and to what extent 

do the mesosystems support a positive transition from kindergarten to 

school? 

Specific Research Questions 

1. What are the roles, activities and interpersonal relationships children 

engage in within microsystems of the kindergarten, home and primary 

school? 

2. What are children's perspectives before they make the transition to school, 

at the time of transition and six months after the transition has occurred? 

3. How do friendships develop between young children and how important 

are these friendships at the time of transition? 

4. What understanding of the concept of family do young children have, and 

how influential are parents, siblings and extended family members at the 

time of transition? 
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Chapter Four 

Method 

I Rationale for the method and research approach 

Endeavouring to understand how young children perceive their everyday 

lives requires methods which allows flexibility. The present study observed 

and interviewed children in settings in which they were comfortable and 

able to control their interactions with the researcher. Being able to study the 

children in context and allow them to express their views in a natural way, 

are significant requirements in gaining an insight into what was happening 

in their everyday lives. Using a qualitative method seemed appropriate in 

order to fulfil the requirements of observing and interviewing the children in 

natural settings. It was important to find a method which enabled 

exploration of the experiences, beliefs and backgrounds of the children as 

they made the transition from early childhood centre to school. Using a 

variety of data collecting and data analysis techniques over a substantial time 

period, enabled me to gain information which allowed the children's 

perspectives to be revealed. Access to several settings also enabled an insight 

into the children's lives and produced a holistic picture of their everyday 

lives. This variety of natural settings where the children interacted with 

teachers, friends and family members also enabled the study to be linked to 

the theoretical traditions of ecological, and sociocultural theory. 

The flexibility offered by qualitative research was essential in a study which 

was open-ended. The study did not set out to prove or disprove a particular 

hypothesis, but aimed to provide an insight into the lives of sixteen children. 

The reader should at the end of the study be able to understand what goes on 

in children's lives when they begin school. The findings should enable 

practitioners and caregivers some insight into what they can do to enable 

children to make a successful transition. 
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Using innovation in interviewing, interacting with and observing the 
children was a challenge which could only be met by using ethnographic 
methodology. Using this methodology allowed me to spend time with the 
children in different settings, as I endeavoured to understand their 
perspectives of events in the contexts of their everyday lives. 

The qualitative methods 

Eisner & Peshkin (1990) maintain that research that is labelled 
"qualitative" is: 

a general term we use today to subsume the range of types of studies 
within this tradition, there is no general agreement about the use of 
the term. It has rivals, such as naturalistic, case study and 
ethnographic. (p.1) • 

The present study could claim to be naturalistic in that the children are seen 
in their natural settings, it aims for the researcher to have limited influence 
and it allows the children to lead the research. According to Taylor and 
Bogdan (1984) naturalistic means that the researcher interacts with the 
participants in a natural and unobtrusive way. When interviewing the 
researcher tries to ensure that the interview is more like a conversation, and 
not formal question and answer session. Stake (1998) suggests a simple rule 
for qualitative case work "Place the best brains available into the thick of what 
is going on. The brain work ostensibly is observational but more basically 
reflective" (Stake, 1998, p242). He continues by preferring the term 
interpretive because "the researcher is committed to pondering the 
impressions, deliberating recollections, and records .... " (p.242). The case study 
method has been used for four of the children in this study, though it would 
have been possible to provide a case study for each of the sixteen participants. 

I have described the study as ethnographic because it is an intensive and 
in-depth study, which acknowledges the sociocultural aspects of human 
behaviour (Shimahara, 1988). One of the aims of the study is to understand 
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the sociocultural knowledge the children bring to, and generate, in the 
settings in which they are studied. 

According to Taylor and Bogdan, (1984) qualitative methodology refers 
broadly to research that is descriptive, that is drawn from the written or 
spoken word, and from behaviour that is observable. More importantly it is 
a way of approaching the empirical world. Qualitative research is inductive 
in that the researcher develops concepts, insights and understanding from the 
data, rather than testing the data against a preconceived, hypothesis, model or 
theory. The research design has to be flexible to provide information from 
research questions which tend to be vaguely formulated. People and settings 
are viewed holistically and are studied in context. 

Qualitative researchers try to understand people from their own frame of 
reference. The phenomenological perspective endeavours to experience 
reality as others experience it. To understand how the participant sees the 
world, the researcher must empathize and identify with the person being 
studied The researcher tries to set aside her own beliefs, perspectives and 
predispositions, but in doing so endeavours not to be aloof, or retain an 
objective position. All perspectives are valuable for the qualitative 
researcher, even children, as in this study, where an attempt is made to give a 
voice to those who are rarely heard. The importance of researchers seeking 
to understand the perspectives of participants in an empathetic way is an 
view supported by Metz (2000). 

Studies which explore people are of necessity humanistic (Taylor & 
Bogdan, 1984). In this study the children were known personally and I tried 
to sense their experiences. I tried to understand the "inner life" (p.7) of the 
children. 

Qualitative methods allow researchers to stay close to the empirical world, 
and by observing people in their everyday lives and listening to them, it is 
possible to obtain "first hand knowledge of social life unfiltered through 
concepts, operational definitions, and rating scales" (p.7). For the qualitative 
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researcher there is no setting or person, that is too trivial, or mundane to 
study. 

Browning and Hatch (1995) in endeavouring to review qualitative research 
in early childhood settings commented on the difficulties of reviewing 
qualitative research using the traditional format of reviewing quantitative 
methods. Qualitative methods adapt to settings under investigation, 
questions emerge and change as the study progresses. Understanding the 
contexts of a study is of considerable importance in interpreting the findings. 

Walsh, Tobin and Graue (1993) also indicate the diversity of qualitative 
research by including ethnographic, participant observational, case study, 
phenomenological, constructivist and interpretive approaches. This current 
study can claim a phenomenological approach in that it endeavours to 
interpret significant aspects of reality, and as Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued it 
is not objective reality that is significant, but the meaning given to that reality 
by the participant. Endeavouring to understand how the children in this 
study saw the realities of their world was an important aim. 

The phenomenological perspective is central to qualitative methodology, 
according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984). What is studied, how it is studied, 
and then interpreted depends on the theoretical perspective taken by the 
researcher. How people define their world is for qualitative researchers to 
investigate, so they endeavour to see things from other people's point of 
view. 

The common interests across all qualitative methods is researching "the 
human meaning in social life and in its elucidation and exposition by the 
researcher" (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993, p.464). Qualitative enquiry can 
also be seen as an attempt to understand ourselves in relation to the larger 
world. Walsh et al. (1993) prefer to use the term "interpretive" which they 
argue "points to a common interest across approaches" (p.464). They suggest 
that interpretive methods are essential if we are to understanding the 
meaning of what Bruner (1990, p.190) described as "the ordinary conduct of 
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life. How do children make sense of their lives in early childhood centres 

and in schools? 

There has been a recent surge of interest in qualitative methods, though 

quantitative research still dominates the literature especially in the sciences. 

Interpretive inquiry compels both researcher and participants to see 

themselves in new ways. There is a desire to understand the meanings that 

people construct in their everyday lives. Therefore, there is a need for 

researchers to listen to what people are saying, in order to understand how 

they perform. The children in this study were allowed to express their views 

and they were listened to. 

Interpretive inquiries are usually small scale and focus on individuaL 

human actions, so this study claim to be interpretive. There is personal 

involvement by the researcher and interpretations are subjective, as the 

researcher tries to understand the actions and meanings of the individual. 

This study aims to understand children's perspectives, so involvement with 

the children is paramount. Listening to what the children say allows the 

researcher to interpret their actions and meanings. 

As has already been made clear an essential component of qualitative 

research is context, as it is thought that experience and events cannot be 

understood if isolated from the contexts in which they occur. As this study 

listened to children in the contexts of home, kindergarten and school, close 

attention was paid to contextual considerations. 

Qualitative research does not aim to verify a predetermined idea but aims 

to make discoveries which will lead to new insights. An essential component 

for all qualitative methods is to allow the subjects to speak for themselves 

and express their own understanding of their experiences. The experiences 

are then studied holistically, and the researcher attempts to understand and 

interpret these experiences in a sensitive way (Sherman & Webb, 1988). 

As already discussed there are many methodical traditions within the 

qualitative framework, but the emphasis for all is on natural settings, and the 

importance of taking adequate time to assess and understand the participant's 
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perspective (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993). The questions and methods 
which develop while undertaking the fieldwork, enable the researcher to 
pursue areas of interest which arise. As gaining access to meanings 
constructed by others is a slow process, a requirement for good interpretive 
inquiry is spending a long time in the field. 

Although many researchers find few differences in qualitative methods as 
already discussed, it is possible to define qualitative research by the 
methodologies aligned to different disciplines, theories and subjects (Metz, 
2000). Qualitative methods in education carry assumptions about "the 
nature of knowledge, the self, social interaction, culture and society" (p.61). 

Cuba and Lincoln (1998) see the research paradigm, that is the basic belief 
system that guides the researcher, offering differentiation among the 
qualitative methods. They see the paradigm which is selected inform and 
shape the inquiry, and it is this choice of paradigm which presents differences. 
Although Cuba and Lincoln (1998) acknowledge a commitment to 
constructivism, they see positivism, postpositivism, and other related 
ideological positions as competing paradigms in qualitative research. 

The positivists argue that the same set of criteria should apply to qualitative 
and quantitative research. These four standard criteria are internal validity, 
external validity, reliability and objectivity (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998a). 
Postpositivists on the other hand, maintain that there should be a set of 
criteria unique to qualitative research. Qualitative research should 
"generate formal theory, be empirically grounded and scientifically credible; 
it should produce findings that can be generalised or transferred to other 
settings, and be internally reflexive .... " (p.480). 

The constructivists argue for "quality criteria that translate internal and 
external validity, reliability and objectivity into trustworthiness and 
authenticity" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998a, p.480). Postmodernism asserts that 
there should be no criteria for assessing the research, and attempting to even 
make an assessment, is inconsistent with the nature of the research, and the 
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world it is attempting to study. Poststructuralists propose developing a new 

set of criteria which would stress subjectivity, emotionality, and feelings. 

It is clear then that the particular meaning of terms such as constructivist, 

constructivism, interpretist, interpretivism are shaped by the intent of their 

users. Schwandt (1998) suggests that all share the goal of "understanding the 

complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live 

in it" (p.118). To understand how the lived reality is experienced by the 

participant, it is necessary to interpret or construct this world of meaning. 

The constructivist position indicates that it is through interaction, the 

researcher brings into being the realities where empirical materials are 

collected and analysed. 

It is the interview which is the favourite methodological tool of qualitative 

researchers, and is described as "a conversation, the art of asking questions 

and listening" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998b, p.353). The interview method, 

which is influenced greatly by the personal characteristics of the interviewer 

was used extensively in this study to access children's views. 

As the aim of the study was to understand the perceptions of children in 

their everyday lives and at the transition to school, it was essential for the 

researcher to be with them in order to observe them, interact with them and 

to interview them. Access to the children's points of view and observations 

of their behaviour was only possible when seen in the contexts of home, 

school and kindergarten. Interviewing the children in a non structured way 

allowed them to express their perspectives of events in their lives. To fulfill 
all the aims of the research, the ethnographic approach was seen to be the 

most useful qualitative method. 

Ethnography 

The central research methodology of anthropologists has been 

ethnography. "The ethnographer works to recreate the shared lives of a 

group of people through descriptions of their beliefs, knowledge, behaviours 

and tools" (Walsh et al., 1993, p.466). Ethnographers are concerned with the 
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culture of the group being studied. When investigating children in a school, 
the classroom and the playground can be seen as mini-cultures, in that the 
rules and systems of meaning of each are peculiar to that mini-culture. 
Although the traditional methods of observing and interviewing are still 
helpful in educational research, the use of the video camera is described as 
being an additional "tool for producing culturally rich interpretation" 
(Walsh eta!., 1993, p.468). As a researcher who wished to gain an 
understanding of the perspectives of children the ethnographic method 
seemed the most appropriate. Many such studies have produced insights 
into the child's world (Andenaes, 1996; Berwick-Emms, 1989; Bretherton & 
Watson, 1990; Corsaro, 1979; 1985; 1988; Dunn, 1989; Garbarino & Stott, 1989; 
Graue, 1993b; James, 1993b; Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996; Mayall, 1996; Morton, 
1996; Perry, Dockett, Clyde & Tracey, 1998; Sherman, 1997). This has been 
achieved by the researchers entering the child's environment and observing 
and talking with them in their school, early childhood centre or home. The 
focus of the research then turns to interpreting the data in an attempt to 
generate holistic and realistic descriptions or explanations (Crabtree & Miller, 
1992). 

Following the lead of these researchers, especially the work done by the 
Scandinavians where there is a strong emphasis on the social phenomena of 
children's lives, the aim of my research was to record children's beliefs, 
knowledge and behaviours that occurred in their everyday lives especially 
before, during and after they made the transition from early childhood centre 
to school. The children were not only observed and interviewed in the early 
childhood centre, and in the new entrants class where many ethnographic 
studies have taken place, but were also seen and talked with in their homes. 

The research investigated how roles and relationships changed as the 
children moved from one setting to another, as they made a major transition 
to formal schooling and over the time lapse of a year. A main aim was to see 
their world through their eyes based on the assumption that children are 
"knowledgeable about their worlds, that these worlds are special and 
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noteworthy, and that we as adults can benefit by viewing the world through 

their hearts and minds" (Fine & Sandstrom, 1988, p.12). 

The data gathering process was mainly unstructured, as I was aware that 

what the children said and did would be unlikely to coincide with my prior 

perceptions of what children's lives were like. It was useful to allow the 

children to talk about topics they found of interest. The analysis needed to 

change after each meeting indicating the necessity for fluidity in collecting 

and analysing the data. Interpretation of what the children said and did was 
made by the researcher with descriptions and interview material as 

illustrations. This interpretation was facilitated by sharing meanings and 

experiences with the children in the various contexts of their daily lives. 

Judgement was needed in interpreting what the children meant. This 

depended on "attention to detail, sensitivity to coherence, appreciation of 

innuendo and the ability to read subtext as well as text" (Eisner & Peshkin, 

1990). As there were only a small number of children, the ethnographic 

method seemed ideal for this research (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998). 

Ethnographic research offers an opportunity to advocate for the groups being 

studied although there is a danger with this approach in making the 

assumption that the group studied is homogeneous (p.120). In this study 

each child was unique although many of their concerns were found to be 

common to all. 

As this research would continually interpret the meaning of the children's 

thoughts, and to a lesser extent those of their teachers, family and friends, it 

was important to recognise the cultural aspect of the study. Although the 

same words and behaviours would be observed, their interpretation may be 

different in different settings. Classrooms, playgrounds, homes have their 

own rules and systems of meaning unique to them, but are viewed within 

the framework of the main culture in which they are embedded (Walsh, 

Tobin & Graue, 1993). 
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Validity 

Some (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993; Best & Kahn, 1993) would argue that 
each piece of ethnographic research is unique and its findings apply only to 
the setting being studied. 

Data are not generalised to other contexts, socially, spacially or 
temporally. Just because something occurs in one, in a particular 
school and at a particular time, does not mean that similar occurrences could be expected elsewhere, or even in the same classroom at another time. (Best & Kahn, 1993, p.l86) 

Eisner & Peshkin (1991) argued that the best that a qualitative researcher 
could do was "to offer considerations to be shared and discussed, reflected 
upon, and debated" (p.204-205). 

It is advisable for a qualitative researcher to observe for a reasonable 
period of time. In this study observations and interviews took place over a 
sixteen month period. Many interviews with the children took place, and 
information about the transition to school was sought in a variety of guises. 
Different methods of recording, for example the video camera, tape recorder, 
and field notes, were used to help guard against inaccuracies. The children 
were observed and interviewed in three settings, and adults were used to 
verify some of the reports given by the children. Obtaining information in 
many, different ways is the basis of the concept of triangulation, and requires 
at least two observations of the same event (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998; 
Crabtree & Miller, 1992; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). 

Bias on the part of the researcher is always a threat to the validity of the 
findings. The researcher plays an important role in this study and she 
concedes that her very presence influences the child's roles, activities, and 
relationships. Frank acknowledgement of particular interests and 
experiences which may have an influence on interpretation, is one approach 
in combating the problem. 

· The accuracy of the information relies on the availability of video tapes 
which were shown to participants and parents, which allowed for their 
responses to be noted. Also publications arising from the data were sent to 
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parents, schools and kindergartens as a check on the presence of bias on the 

part of the researcher. 

The scope of this study is limited in the selection of information used in 

this thesis. Much of what the children had to say about their everyday lives 

has not been included, because the focus of the research was on the transition 

from kindergarten to school. 

Studying young children 

Being able to interact well with young children is a prerequisite to 

ethnographic research with young children. If there is no enjoyment and 

interest to be had from watching , listening to and being with children it is an 

area to avoid. I was comfortable in the role of playing and talking with 

children because of my teaching background, being a member of a large 

extended family, and having a family of my own which includes five young 

children. 

Scandinavian researchers (Andenaes & Haavlind, 1991; Andenaes, 1996; 

Dencik, Langsted & Sommer, 1989; Doverberg & Pramling, 1993; Langsted, 

1992) have listened to children and incorporated their views on many aspects 

of their environments. Children's perspectives on their sociocultural 

context are likely to cast a very different light on the way that society provides 

services for children, and changes in Scandinavian settings have been made 

in early childhood centres and schools after children's perspectives were 

sought. 

In the Scandinavian countries there has recently developed an increasing 

awareness of the importance of children's viewpoints and understandings 

(Langsted,1994). For example the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child has been taken seriously in Denmark and incorporated into the 

planning and organisation of early childhood services. Many countries have 

acknowledged this convention but have yet to implement it. 
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Langsted quotes the words of a child: 

Grown- ups have lots of set ideas about how things should be 
organized. But children have their own ideas and grown-ups must 
listen to what children have to say. Children also must have a say in 
things. (Langsted, 1994, p. 30) 

Researchers have worked with children in a variety of settings in order to 

gain an understanding of their lives. Andenaes (1996) used a "show me" 

method for young children who did not have the language development to 

express their views. She talked to the children in their homes and asked 

them to show her what they did in their day. Pramling (1990) used a 

phenomenographic research approach (Marton, 1981) for her research which 

described children's concepts of various phenomena in the world about them. 

Doverberg and Pramling (1993) suggested interviewing children in a non

clinical way in familiar contexts over a period of time for a real 

understanding of the way children interpret experiences. They saw the 

interview as a conversation with children, disclosing children's way of 

thinking, and how they understand and experience the world. It is the work 

of these researchers who investigated children's lives by asking the children 

themselves, that provided a framework for the current study. Finding that 

such methods are possible inspired this researcher to listen to children to find 

out what they felt about the transition to school, their friends, their families 

and their everyday activities. 

The role of the researcher 

Much has been written about the role of the researcher especially when 

working with young children (Bukowski, Newcomb & Hartup, 1996; 

Cummings, 1985; Doverberg & Pramling, 1993; Fine & Sandstrom, 1988; 

Knupfer, 1996). It is recognized that children perform differently for different 

audiences; what they do or say in front of their friends will not be the same as 

what they do or say in front of their family, or neighbour. They also 

understand that they can conceal certain behaviours from adults and lead 
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them into believing such behaviours do not exist. As adults we process their 

talk through our own view of the world and are constrained in our 

understanding by our "adultcentric" nature (Goode cited in Fine & 

Sandstrom, 1988}. 

Fine and Sandstrom (1988} see the researcher as taking one of four roles; 

the supervisor, who has authority but no positive feelings towards their 

charges; the leader who has authority and positive contact, a role commonly 

taken in teacher/ student investigations. The third role is that of observer 

which does not carry any authority or establish any affective relationships, 

and can be uncomfortable and even threatening to those children being 

observed as little or no feedback is given. The fourth role is that of friend 

which allows the researcher to interact with the children in a trusted way 

without any obvious authority. 

The friend role is the one used in this study, where the children were 

treated with respect and adult authority used only when it was an issue of 

perceived threat to the child's safety. Fine and Sandstrom (1988} suggested 

three basic approaches in the development of the friend role. The explicit 

cover involves giving exact details of the research which is ethically sound, 

but young children can find such explanations difficult to understand. 

Another approach is deep cover, which gives no information about the 

true nature of the research, and is used when a researcher attempts to pass as 

an adolescent, for example. There can be ethical complications in such a 

covert approach. The shallow cover approach was the most suitable for my 

research with young children. In this strategy there was reciprocity between 

the child and the researcher, that is a balanced sharing of power, and no 

privileges for me, the researcher and now the narrator. Explanations of who 

I was, and what I was interested in finding out were openly discussed with the 

children, parents and teachers. The children asked few questions and these 

were answered by me as honestly as possible. Procedures for building trust 

and being accepted by the children will be detailed in a later section. 
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The Ethics of Research with children 

Ethics can be defined as a "set of moral principles and rules of conduct" 

(Morrow & Richards, 1996, p.1). Ethics in research relate to "the application 

of a system of moral principles to prevent harming or wronging others, to 

promote the good, to be respectful, and to be fair" (Sieber, 1993). Children 

may not to be respected by adults, so research strategies have to be developed 

which treat children in a respectful and fair way. Ideally children themselves 

should consent to be participants in a research study, and in my study this 

permission was sought from the children at the beginning, and continued to 

be sought throughout the study, before each visit and interview. However, 

because of the age of the children, it was essential that their parents should be 

fully informed about the research and their written consent given. 

Ethics procedure 

Before any contact was made with participants, teachers or parents an 

ethics proposal was submitted to the Education Department Ethics 

Committee, (University of Otago) which included a copy of the letter which 

was sent to all parents. In the letter parents were assured of complete 

confidentiality of any information and informed that they had the right to 

veto any information which they felt was sensitive. Parents could be 

confident that if they wished to withdraw their child from the study there 

would be no pressure for the child to remain. It would be possible, given 

some notice, for parents to view any written or video taped material at any 

time during the study. Parents would be informed of the progress of the 

study at regular intervals. A copy of videotaped material relating to the 

child's interviews and activities during the study would be given to each 

child at the end of the data collection stage. 

Parents were told that all material would be safely stored during the study 

and destroyed on its completion, and that the findings would be published as 

a doctoral thesis but the names of the children would be changed to ensure 

privacy. Any publications arising from the research would also safeguard the 
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identity of each child, in that pseudonyms would be assigned to each child, 

and identifiable information regarding the child would be omitted. 

The proposal was accepted by the Ethics Committee with the proviso that a 

responsible adult must always be in the vicinity, when the researcher was 

with the child, when data collection was being undertaken. 

This proviso did not pose a problem in the kindergarten, as there were 

always teachers and mother helpers in and out of the office where the video 

interviews took place. I was in full view of others when I was observing and 

interacting in the kindergarten. In the schools, the teacher was usually 

present or was outside the door. In the playground other children and 

teachers on duty ensured that an adult was available at all times . 

In the home the caregiver was in the house though not usually in the 

room where the interview took place. This was a decision made mainly by 

the child who frequently excluded a parent from the meeting. Some 

difficulties did occur when parents asked if I minded if they "popped out" for 

some reason. I had to make it clear that this was not possible in the terms of 

the ethical constraints of my research. It became increasingly difficult to 

refuse such requests as the research progressed as trust had been built up, not 

only with the child, but with the parent. 

To overcome this problem and to allow me to take the children to other 

locations, for example the park or the library, a further request was made to 

the University Ethics Committee a year later. This was supported by letters 

from two of the parents, asking permission for me to take the children on 

outings and to be alone with them in other settings. However, permission 

was refused as it was deemed that the researcher and the university could be 

compromised should some accident occur. On reflection I felt this was a wise 

decision and I did not feel that it would restrict any opportunities to gain 

material about children's perspectives. 

Permission had to be gained from parents of each child with both parents 

signing the form. This caused some exasperation from one mother who was 

in the process of legal proceedings for care of her daughter. She felt it was 
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unnecessary to have her husband sign, however, after discussion with her 

and the father the document was duly signed by both. 

Permission was also gained from the head teacher of the kindergarten, and 

other teachers in the kindergarten were consulted, the project explained, and 

their co-operation sought and given. 

School principals and classroom teachers were also contacted and 

permission sought for access to the schools. Initially the contact was by 

telephone, then a face to face meeting. 

All parties were assured in writing that the identity of the kindergarten 

and schools would be confidential. They were told that the names of the 

participants would be disguised when any papers were published, and that 

data from the study would be destroyed after a certain time (e.g. 5 years) as 

required by the university, or at the completion of the research. 

II Recruitment of Participants 

In order to have a sample of children for the study, an approach was made 

to the head teacher of the kindergarten, who readily agreed to take part in the 

research. 

The children in the study were selected by a member of staff at the 

kindergarten. As the children would be observed during the transition to 

school, a range of ages was requested to ensure dispersed entry to school. 

This would enable the researcher time to concentrate on one child at a time as 

s/he entered school. A balance of gender was also requested but apart from 

this the researcher had no input into the selection process. The only 

common bond the participants had was that they attended the same morning 

kindergarten. Initial letters were given to all parents asking if they would 

allow their child to take part, then a letter and consent form was given to each 

parent who agreed (see Appendix A). 

I made myself available at three morning sessions to meet parents and 

answer any questions they had. All the parents agreed that their children 

could take part in the study and they showed real interest and support for the 
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research. Once the consent forms were returned I felt able to begin meeting 

the children and establishing contact in the kindergarten. I felt it extremely 

important to explain to the participants themselves what I was doing, why I 

was doing it , and to ask them if they would help. It was my policy never to 

assume that the child wanted to play or talk with me. 

The Participants 

The participants included nine boys and seven girls. Their average age at 

the beginning of the study was four years and three months. Five of the 

children were the sole child in the family. Another three of the children 

were in the position of eldest in the family. This meant that none of those 

eight caregivers had any experience of enrolling a child in school. Eight of 

the children had an older sibling already in the school system, and two had 

more than one sibling in the school system. Six children had younger 

siblings. 

The following brief profile of each participant indicates a diversity of 

backgrounds. The study continued for sixteen months, but for clarity, the 

ages given in the profiles are those at the beginning of the study. 

Krista: 4 years 7 months. Krista lived with both parents and a brother Jesse, 

who was two years older. Both parents worked, though while Krista was at 

kindergarten her mother worked part- time to ensure that she was available 

in the afternoons when Krista left kindergarten. The family maintained 

close ties with maternal grandparents who lived in Christchurch. 

Chris: 4 years 7 months. Chris lived with both parents and a sister Tansy, 

who was two years younger. Mother was employed in the evenings and she 

worked late hours. This resulted in the children being in the father's care 

from 5 pm Chris had intermittent contact with his grandparents who lived 

in Central Otago. 
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Tom: 4 years 6 months. Tom lived with both parents and a brother, 

Matthew, who was three years older. Tom's mother was a nurse and worked 

part-time at the local hospital but extended her hours once Tom started 

school. Mother was active at the kindergarten and was the treasurer in 

Tom's last year. Father was in business and played an active role in child 

rearing. They spent all their holidays in their caravan in Central Otago. 

The parents had a wide support network of friends and relatives in the area. 

Tom's best friend at kindergarten was Ella whose parents were good friends of 

Tom's parents. 

Ella: 4 years 6 months. Ella lived with both parents and a brother, James, 

who was three years older. Father owned his own building company, and 

mother worked part-time in the business but always made herself available 

for kindergarten outings. She was on the kindergarten committee and was a 

notable figure when involved in fund-raising activities. Mother commented 

that she and her husband had not taken advantage of the education offered as 

both had left school without qualifications. She wanted her two children to 

succeed in school and achieve tertiary qualifications. The family had a wide 

network of relatives and friends in the area. Grandparents were regular 

visitors to the home. Ella's best friend at kindergarten was Tom. 

Simon: 4 years 5 months. Simon lived with both parents and two sisters, 

Beth and Jo, older by two and three years. Father worked in the television 

industry which caused him to be frequently absent from home. Mother 

worked in the home until Simon started school when she gained a position 

as a teacher aide. Mother did not play an active role in the kindergarten. 

Ray: 4 years 4 months. Ray had his own room which was dominated by a 

large television on which he played video games. Both parents wanted the 

best education possible for Ray and commented on their own lack of 

qualifications. Mother was employed in several positions, one being a school 
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cleaner and another being in the shoe retail business. Father had a small 

carrying business and enjoyed hunting and fishing. During the time of the 

study Ray was introduced to a fourteen year old brother, who lived in 

Christchurch, from his father's previous relationship. 

Bridget: 4 years 4 months. Bridget lived with both parents and an older sister, 

Carol, by one year. A year into the study another daughter, Cindy was born 

into the family. Father owned his own business and mother was employed 

mornings outside the home before the birth of the third daughter. Father 

frequently collected Bridget from kindergarten, though mother usually took 

her there. Mother arranged time off work to be involved in kindergarten 

outings and events. 

Kathy: 4 years 4 months. Kathy lived with both parents and a brother, Peter, 

who was eighteen months younger. A baby sister, Elena, was added to the 

family during the year. Mother was a qualified secondary teacher who had 

recently also completed a commerce degree, but was a home maker during 

the period of the study. Father seemed to have a variety of skills. Mother 

was intensely interested in the children's education. The family had a 

supportive network of grandparents and other relatives in the area. 

Lilly: 4 years 3 months. Lilly lived with her mother after the parents 

separated just before the study began. Father remained in the family home 

and Lilly stayed most weekends with him. Mother was completing her final 

year at the Polytechnic and graduated during the course of this study. Mother 

was active in kindergarten activities and frequently was "mother helper". 

Father often brought Lilly to kindergarten and was interested in the activities 

in which she was involved. Lilly spent holidays with her father and his 

family in Canterbury, and also went on holiday with her mother and friends. 
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Brian: 4 years 3 months. Brian lived with both parents and a brother, Jack, 

who was ten years older. The family's annual holiday was spent with family 

members in Central Otago where the maternal grandparents lived. Mother 

was frequently a mother helper at the kindergarten and was active in fund 

raising. Father was a courier and mother was an aide at a nursing home for 

the elderly. Brian was a close friend of David's during the time at 

kindergarten, and they continued to visit each other even when both were at 

school. 

Dora: 4 years 2 months. Dora is an only child and lived with her parents 

close to the school and kindergarten. Mother was a nurse and worked part

time but increased the hours when Dora started school. Father was in 

business and worked flexible hours which allowed him to take an active part 

in caring for Dora. Mother was available for kindergarten outings and was 

involved in fund raising activities. She was very keen on Dora getting a 

good education. The maternal grandparents who live in the area provide 

additional support for the family. 

Nigel: 4 years 1 month. Nigel lived in a large house close to the kindergarten 

with his parents and four brothers. He has twin brothers, Darrin and Paul 

who were five years older, a brother, John, two years older and a brother, 

Robbie, who is four years younger. His mother was a primary school teacher 

who only began work during the study. Father was employed in a caretaking 

capacity. Nigel's maternal grandparents and paternal relatives offered a 

strong network of support to the family. Nigel was keenly interested in 

playing rugby and cricket. He was a close friend of Gabrielle and both 

families were good friends. 

Charles: 4 years 1 month. Charles lived with both parents in a house next to 

the school. He has a brother, Ben, older by two years and a brother, Patrick, 

younger by two years. Father worked in the bank and mother was active in 
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the kindergarten and school activities. She took over the Treasurer's 

position at the kindergarten when the position was vacated. The parents 

have a supportive network of friends in the area and have close contact with 

grandparents who live outside the area. The children have access to a CD 

computer and discs which Charles is allowed to use with his parents' 

permission. He has well developed computer skills as a result. Charles and 

Tom are friendly probably because the parents are good friends. Charles is 

very supportive of his younger sibling. 

David: 4 years 1 month. David is an only child whose parents moved house 

during the study which necessitated a move to a different kindergarten. 

Father is Korean and a hairdresser. Mother is very protective of David and 

was reluctant to allow him to go on kindergarten outings unless there were 

adequate provisions to ensure the children's safety. David has a keen interest 

in music, musical instruments and showed a natural ability for dance. He is 

very affectionate and was sad when he had to leave his best friend, Brian. 

Geraldine: 4 years. Geraldine lives with her mother who is a solo parent. 

During the study Geraldine lived in three different locations. Mother 

completed a tertiary qualification, then trained to become a primary school 

teacher during the course of this study. Mother and Geraldine have a 

supportive family and Geraldine has close contact not only with her mother's 

family but also with her father, who is Samoan, and her paternal 

grandparents. Geraldine had a wide selection of toys and books and was 

frequently taken on holiday by her grandparents. 

Walter: 4 years. Walter lives in a large house with both parents, a younger 

sister, Flora, by two years and a younger brother, Hemy by four years. Both 

parents have tertiary qualifications though mother chooses to be a home 

maker. There is strong family support from the maternal grandparents and 
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relatives who live in the area. Paternal grandparents live out of the area but 
maintain close contact with the family. Walter has his own room and is 
allowed to be involved in choosing decorations and in choice of clothes. The 
children have a large playroom complete with a wide variety of toys and 
books. 

Settings 

The research took place in Dunedin, a city on the east coast of the South 
Island, which is the regional centre of Otago. Dunedin is known for its 
university which is the oldest in New Zealand, and its hospital. This means 
that there is a high proportion of well-educated people in the city who have 
an interest in, and who are positive about research activities. The population 
(120 000) fluctuates when the university year begins and ends, with the influx 
of 15 000 students during the university teaching time. Other major sources 
of employment are in chocolate manufacturing, whiteware, the brewing 
industry, and tourism . 

The suburb in which the research took place is located near the sea and has 
houses available in all price ranges which means that the area serves families 
from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds. The area is well provided for 
educationally as it contains several early childhood centres, primary schools, 
an intermediate school and two high schools. The locality also provides 
many facilities for recreational use. 

Kindergarten setting 

In New Zealand, kindergartens cater for children three to five years of age. 
The kindergarten offers two sessions. The morning session is from 9.00 am 
to 12 noon each week day, and is licensed to accommodate 45 four year olds. 
The teachers are, however, ready to accept children from 8.30 am The 
afternoon session runs from 1.00 pm to 3.00 pm, three afternoons a week and 
accommodates three year olds. On Wednesday afternoons the centre is open 
for children about to begin kindergarten, and although the facilities and 
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materials are available, the teachers do not direct the session, so children 

must be accompanied by their caregivers. Kindergartens are regulated to 

have maximum ratio of fifteen children per teacher, and are licensed for two 

or three teachers. Teachers are required to hold a Diploma in Early 

Childhood, which is awarded after a three year course at a College of 

Education. Although funding is allocated by the government, it usually 

proves insufficient for the needs of the kindergarten, so fund- raising is an 

important task for teachers and parents of kindergarten children. 

The kindergarten was selected because the families attending were 

representative of the general population of Dunedin. An initial approach 

was made to the head teacher as she was known personally to the researcher. 

Then discussions took place with the other two staff members. The head 

teacher and the other two teachers were interested in the research and offered 

full support to the presence of a researcher in the kindergarten over a period 

of a year. 

The kindergarten was purpose built and was bright and airy, and had a 

welcoming atmosphere. Every child and his/her caregiver was greeted when 

they entered the kindergarten, and time was made available by one of the 

teachers to have an individual conversation with each child. The child had 

his/her own coat peg and locker. There was also an area where caregivers 

could pick up notices, and a library area where books and leaflets were 

available for perusal or loan. 

Mat areas were used at the end of the session for approximately fifteen 

minutes, which was the only time when children were not allowed choice. 

At other times children were allowed to choose whatever activity they 

wished. There were themes which changed weekly, for example, "Insects", 

where there were living insects, models, books, magnifying glasses, insect 

viewers. Teachers were available to discuss the display and to help children 

find insects to observe. The kindergarten had a variety of pets. There were 

white mice which produced a litter, fish, budgies, and rabbits were kept in a 
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run in the grounds. Children were shown how to handle the animals 

correctly, and encouraged to feed and care for them. 

The kindergarten offered all the activities recommended for an early 

childhood centre; painting, play dough, puzzles, books, and a great variety of 

commercial toys such as Duplo. There was a family corner, a hospital corner, 

dressing up clothes, large blocks and a wide variety of other equipment. 

There was a large area where the children had morning tea. No food was 

provided in the kindergarten and the children brought their morning tea 

usually in a lunch box. Water, juice and in the winter, hot Milo, were 

provided by the kindergarten although many children brought their own 

drinks in a drink bottle. The children could choose when they ate, and 

many chose to eat as soon as they entered the kindergarten. There was much 

discussion among the children about the contents of their lunch boxes. 

Access to the outdoor area was dependent on weather conditions, though 

there were very few occasions when the children were kept in the building 

for a whole session. The sand pit, climbing bars, slide, swings were always 

available and very popular. Other large toys (e.g. trucks, ladders, stilts) could 

be taken from the shed, as could water-play toys and equipment to use in the 

sand pit. Depending on the teachers or the season, different equipment 

would be placed outside, for example, several tents were set up; music was 

played and the children encouraged to dance or listen to story tapes; bubble 

blowing activities; planting bulbs. Throughout the year there were 

numerous activities to stimulate, entertain and educate the children. 

Caregivers were rostered on as mother helpers and there was usually a 

good adult/ child ratio, in that at some sessions, there could be one adult per 

six children. The interactions between the teachers and the caregivers were 

warm and friendly. Difficulties with the children or within families were 

shared and discussed in these informal chat sessions. Other relatives 

(grandparents, uncles, cousins) of the children were also known to the 

teachers, who after two years had built up some useful insights into the child 

and his/her families. 
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Visits by outside agencies, for example, fire service, police, ambulance 

service, and performing groups, were other focus points for learning and 

made more exciting by the presence of a fire engine, a police car and 

ambulance. Visits out of the kindergarten to the supermarket, the Botanic 

Gardens, and a theatre, took place within the year, usually one outing a term. 

Most of the videoed interviews took place in the kindergarten office. The 

door was always left open and parents and teachers could see in, and had easy 

access. The office could also be seen from the outside play area. 

School setting 

The children from this kindergarten enrolled mainly in two schools. 

However, because two children lived out of the area and another changed 

schools, there were in all five schools to visit. Because of this, schools will be 

named School One (S.l), School Two (S.2), School Three (S.3), School Four 

(SA) and School Five (S.S) 

Eight of the participants attended the nearest primary school, School One, 

which had a roll of 382 in November 1996. The Deputy Principal took the 

New Entrants class which consisted of around twelve children. Most of the 

children in the sample were in this class for one term then moved on to an 

adjacent class when they became "independent". This move seemed to be 

dependent on the number of children entering the school at five rather than 

a set of criteria to measure independence. The classroom was large with 

children's work displayed on the walls. There were low tables and matching 

chairs, at which groups of four or five children sat. Each child had a book bag 

hanging on the back of the chair which contained his/her own possessions. 

When instructing the children the teacher sat on a low chair and the children 

sat on the mat. She used a white board when writing about the news of the 

day. The children left lunch boxes and personal possessions in lockers in an 

adjacent hall way and hung coats on pegs. The toilet facilities were in the 

same hallway and were restricted for use by the younger children. 
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The class into which children moved, when they gained some 

independence, was similar in layout except that there were more children. 

They followed the same curriculum as the New Entrants class and were still 

Year 0. The third class, Year One, was much more formal, class numbers 

were higher, and there were twenty five children compared with twelve in 

the New Entrants class. The children sat in regular school desks, which were 

sometimes too big. One of the participants in this study entered the New 

Entrants class in February, moved to the next class in April and by September 

was in the formal environment of the third class even though he was still 

only five. 

The school has large playing areas and an adventure playground which 

was very popular with the children. There was a sand pit, but as there was no 

covering and there was easy access for local dogs and cats, it was rather 

unpleasant. 

Five of the children in the sample attended School Two with a roll of 150. 

The New Entrants class was taken by the Principal in the morning session, 

and another teacher in the afternoon. The school had been recently 

decorated and was bright and clean. There was no display of children's work 

until half way through the year. There were two teacher aides, one for a 

special needs child. By the end of the school year the class had 31 pupils so 

the room seemed very crowded. The children were seated at round tables 

and had their book bags in their own lockers. Lunch boxes were kept on a 

shelf in the class room. A side room stored the maths equipment, and play 

equipment, for example Lego, blocks, puzzles and other apparatus, was stored 

on low shelves in the class room. The children spent a large proportion of 

their time sitting on the mat listening to the teacher. They had writing 

activities, reading groups, and when they had finished set tasks could choose 

to play with some apparatus. During play time (twenty minutes) and 

lunchtime (one hour) the children had access to outside and inside activities. 

The classroom had a computer and a listening post, though I never observed 

any child using either during my visits. The children had religious 
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assemblies and went into the church when special religious days occurred. 

There was a small area which was covered in bark chips where a climbing 

frame was located. The rest of the play area was concrete and marked out for 

various play activities. 

There were three other schools, each of which was attended by one 

participant. School Three was an old school (Roll 206) near to the town 

centre. It served a multiethnic population which was evident when entering 

the grounds. This school had two New Entrant classes and the children 

stayed with the same teacher for a whole year. The classroom had two 

modern Macintosh computers, with CD and programs which were attractive 

and educational. These computers were a great attraction for the children 

both in and out of school time. The teacher was very experienced and the 

walls of the room were covered with the children's work. There was a 

teacher aide employed for the morning session. The grounds were large and 

had climbing frames and a flying fox which seemed to be commandeered by 

the older children. 

School Four was the smallest school with a roll of 119 and had very new 

buildings. Here also the children remained with the teacher for the year. The 

teacher in this school was less experienced, was very quiet but had a warm 

manner with the children. The classroom was small and had a side area 

where the children could read. There was a computer which was booted up 

and ready to go, and was used frequently. There was a wet area where the 

children could use paints and glue. Clothes pegs and shelves were in the 

corridor at the back of the classroom. The grounds were not very big but play 

equipment in the form of climbing bars was available. 

School Five was several kilometres from the kindergarten, and had a roll 

of 173. The New Entrants class was taken by the Deputy Principal, who 

during the time of study became the Principal, and only took the morning 

session. The room was full of interesting equipment. This was the only 

school in my sample that had a family corner, a dress-up area, and art 
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equipment always available. There was a computer in the room already 

loaded with an educational program. Because of the amount of low hanging 

work on display, for an adult it was difficult to move about. The atmosphere 

was relaxed and the children were allowed to express their views. This was a 

school where I heard children talking among themselves as they worked at 

their tasks. The grounds of the school were large with grassy areas and play 

equipment. The area round the junior classes was off limits to the Standards, 

but the younger children were free to go where they wished. 

It was interesting that although all the schools were in the State system, 

each had different administrative arrangements and different procedures for 

providing for the needs of young children, indicating there are opportunities 

for some diversity in schools. 

Home settings 

The children carne from a variety of types of homes ranging from one who 

lived in a state house, to another who lived in a large double storey house set 

in its own grounds in an expensive area. All of the homes were comfortably 

furnished and most of the families were horne owners. Only three of the 

sixteen children did not have their own bedroom, and shared their room 

with a younger sibling. The bedrooms contained a wide range of soft toys, 

pictures on the walls and a wide variety of toys and books. Two children had 

access at horne to computers with programs for children. Three children 

had computers in the horne but these were confined to father's use, and the 

children were not encouraged to touch them. All of the homes had large 

gardens and most of the children had either bicycles, trampolines, playhouses 

or all three. All of the homes had television and video recorders. 

The horne of the researcher was used for one interview, and fourteen of 

the participants were observed together at a party given by the researcher at 

the end of the data collection stage of the study. 
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Equipment and Materials 

For general observation in the kindergarten and for interviews a Sony 

Camcorder with LCD screen was used. For the first four months of the study 

an older Sony Camcorder which had a microphone attached, was used. This 

microphone proved to be a distraction for the children as they played with it 

and the sound became discordant. The camera with the LCD screen proved 

to be very successful because the children could monitor that they were in 

view at all times. In the beginning there were some problems with the 

children being conscious of themselves in the LCD screen, however, as the 

children grew familiar with the camera, this feature became less of a 

distraction. 

A Sony tape recorder was used to record kindergarten teachers' comments 

as each of the children moved from the kindergarten to school. 

A Sony cordless microphone was used for a short time later in the study. 

I used it with only five children because the noise level in the kindergarten 

made the recordings less successful than expected. There were some 

problems attaching the microphone as it needed to be protected from bangs as 

the children leaned forward. It was necessary to place it under the child's 

sweat shirt or jersey and as it was winter this presented difficulties. Its 

benefits were marginal and its use was discontinued. 

The NUD.IST (Non numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and 

Theory-building) software program designed specifically for the management 

and analysis of qualitative data, was used to code, categorise and identify 

themes from recorded observations and interviews. 

The following materials were used to help encourage children to express 

their views: 

• laminated pictures of kindergarten activities 

• Duplo figures 

• drawing materials, felts, pastels, crayons and paper 

• toys, puppets 
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Data gathering techniques 

Participants were observed and hand-written notes taken during 

kindergarten and school visits. 

Techniques suggested by Pramling and Doverberg (1993) were used 

wherever possible when talking with the children. They advocate 

interviewing children in familiar contexts over a period of time to obtain a 

real understanding of the way children interpret experiences, so where 

possible I allowed the children to talk about whatever they wished. 

However, this method did not always generate what I wanted to know 

although I listened and replied, so I asked more direct questions when I 

needed to clarify a point, or when it seemed appropriate. A conversational 

style with adults frequently includes questions which demand specific 

answers, and similarly this seemed acceptable with the children. They 

frequently asked me direct questions, which I was pleased to answer. 

When participants wanted, they could be filmed with the video camera. 

On occasions the participant was invited to talk, at other times the participant 

made the request. Unstructured interviews were employed to best obtain the 

views of the children, as this provided them with a greater opportunity to 

talk about their views. The participants were encouraged to talk about any 

subject or event that they wished. If the participants had little to say, then 

questions were asked about the family, holidays, food or any topic which 

could stimulate talking. Although a child wanted to be on the videos/he 

sometimes could not think what to talk about. It proved useful to use 

puppets and play to stimulate conversation. In the kindergarten office there 

was a large number of puppets, and frequently participants would select one 

and play would ensue. On occasions two children were interviewed together 

which was sometimes successful. The ingenuity of the researcher was 

stretched to choose an approach to match each participant. 

During home visits the video camera was in use for most of the time and 

it proved successful to ask the participants to monitor themselves in the LCD 
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screen. When a request was made for a story to be read, or if the participant 

left the room, the camera was turned off to save the battery. It was not 

possible to record every conversation as frequently participants began to talk 

as soon as they saw me and the camera was still in the bag, or they talked as I 

was leaving, and the camera was packed away. Recording of such data was 

done in the car after the visit by writing notes. I used pictures of 

kindergarten activities as prompts to stimulate the participants to talk about 

what they enjoyed doing in the kindergarten. I also used Duplo figures to 

illustrate different family situations so that the participant could understand 

and manipulate them. The home offered a different environment, 

including toys and people, which led to varied conversations with the 

participant, parents and siblings. 

Because I was unable to film children without parental or teacher 

permission, when I had a group of non-participant children gather round 

wanting to be filmed, I could not use the video camera in the kindergarten or 

the school. I was able to film snippets of some of the participants as the 

occasion arose, but filming of each participant is uneven. Although 

permission to film in the classroom was obtained, the camera proved a 

distraction to the children, so I rarely filmed. 

Data gathering programme 

To gain an understanding of the everyday lives of the children it was 

important to see them, play with them, talk with them in the three settings of 

kindergarten, home and school. I visited the kindergarten four mornings a 

week arriving at 9 am and leaving between 11. 45 am and noon. I wanted to 

observe the children as they arrived at kindergarten although on occasions 

some arrived before I did. This morning observation gave me an 

opportunity to observe their leave taking of their parents, and whether there 

were any instances of upset As mat time at the close of the session offered 

few opportunities for interacting with the children, I left at this point. If a 

birthday was taking place or if I wished to talk with a parent I stayed until the 
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session was completed. On average I was in the kindergarten for twelve 

hours a week and visited from October 1995 to September 1996. The number 

of hours spent with each individual child was not recorded. On some 

mornings a particular child wanted my attention which I gave, and other 

participants would come and go perhaps for five minutes only. On another 

occasion it would be another child who wanted to talk or play with me, 

though frequently I interacted with groups of children some of whom were 

not participants in the study. Towards the end of the study when there were 

few children left in the kindergarten as the majority was attending school, I 

adjusted my schedule to fit the needs of the child and the school. There were 

occasions when I visited the schools and activities were taking place which 

made it impossible for me to talk with any of the children. On these 

occasions I observed for a short time then left. 

I planned to make three home visits for each child, each of which would 

last approximately one hour. I felt that an hour would be long enough for me 

to establish an interaction in a different setting than the kindergarten. My 

estimate of an hour per visit, however, proved erroneous and it was usually 

nearer two hours that I spent with each child. The first visit took place 

within the first four months, that is, October-January, and I visited the eldest 

participant first as she was starting school first. The second home visit was at 

the time they were beginning school near their fifth birthday. The third 

home visit occurred approximately six months after they had entered school. 

There had to be some flexibility to fit in with the activities of the parents and 

the children and the time of the year, for example Christmas and Easter. 

I accompanied the child to school on his/her first day and stayed for 

approximately two hours. The second visit was a week later and the visit was 

also for about two hours. I usually stayed until after morning tea though 

when requested, I stayed until and through lunch time. As more children 

entered the school I visited more frequently and at varying times of the day. I 

visited specifically during lunch time only on two occasions, in order to 

spend time and observe individual children. My final visits to the school 
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were in December 1996, so for the children who entered school in February, 

we would have had six or more opportunities to meet in the school setting. 

For the children who entered school in September, I would have met them in 

school approximately four times only. Because of the nature of the research 

children were not pressured into talking with me. If I visited the school and 

the child was busy playing elsewhere and only wanted a quick talk then that 

was acceptable. I usually took the opportunity of talking with another 

participant who was more keen to converse. 

At the end of the data collecting stage of the research, I planned a party for 

the children, to thank them and say goodbye. The party was held in my own 

home and fourteen of the sixteen participants were able to attend. Personal 

invitations were mailed to each child, and phone calls or letters from the 

children were sent in reply. Face painting was offered by a clown, a variety of 

traditional games were played and there were plenty of prizes which ensured 

the party was a success. There was a variety of food which children enjoy, 

and the availability of lollies and ice-cream when the children wished, 

proved popular. There were six adults in attendance, two being the 

supervisors of this study. Parents were invited to stay but all declined 

though a few parents stayed for refreshments when they picked up their 

children. Thanking the children was very important to me as a researcher an 

a friend. 

It should be noted that one of the difficulties of working with children in a 

qualitative study is that, in order to treat children fairly and with respect, as 

plans for visits and interviews frequently go awry, there needs to be flexibility 

to make adjustments to suit the needs of the participants. Such was the case 

in this study. 

III Beginning fieldwork 

A critical part of my research was establishing contact with the children 

and gaining their trust and friendship, but my first problem was identifying 
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and learning the names of, the sixteen participants from the forty five 

children who attended morning kindergarten. 

I had a clear idea in my mind that my role would be that of a friend, yet 

being an adult I could foresee this would be a problem. In the kindergarten, 

adults were either teachers or mother helpers, but I was neither. I was going 

to be among the children on a regular basis but did not want to be seen as an 

authority figure. However, my past experience as a teacher enabled me to 

feel at ease with children, teachers and parents. 

At first I watched the children while sitting at a table in an unobtrusive 

way. Some of the children asked who I was or why I was writing in my book. 

I gave as an honest an answer as I could. I explained that I worked at the 

university and that I was really interested in what children played with or 

talked about, and that I wrote in my book when I found something really 

interesting. Fine (1988) refers to this as "shallow cover". He finds the role 

useful when there is no firm hypothesis in the research and the research 

questions can be shifted. The implication for my research was the flexibility 

of the approach I used which fits Fine's description of "shallow cover" 

My next step was to sit next to one of the participants and ask if I could join 

in the activity taking place. For example I would sit at the play dough table 

and begin playing with the play dough. As long as one of the participants 

was present I remained at that activity. Talk about what the children were 

making took place, and I joined in. When children asked me to make 

something for them I agreed. If one the participants was doing a puzzle I 

would ask if I could watch. If the child was in difficulty and asked for help I 

would do so, otherwise I would not interfere. Usually talk began during the 

activity, either about the task in hand or about an event which had or would 

be taking place. Other children sometimes joined in and I listened to 

conversations between children. I had had no contact with one participant, 

so I began building with the blocks, which was his favourite activity. He 

became involved but little talking took place. However, I felt from his co-
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operative behaviour, that this joint activity, made him comfortable about 

having me around. 

This stage of establishing a relationship with the children took several 

weeks but I felt it was an important prelude to more systematic data 

gathering. 

Video Interviews 

I began interviews after four weeks, by asking one of the participants if s /he 

would like to talk on the video camera. On occasions a participant would 

refuse because s/he was busy with the activity on hand. They were usually 

polite and promised to talk when they were not so busy! 

Home visits 

Arrangements to visit the home were initially made by an approach to the 

child. I asked if I could come and see them at home and if they could show 

me their toys, their rooms, and anything else that they wanted. Usually the 

participant agreed, and I phoned the parent and arranged a suitable time. 

The older children were visited first and had most time spent on them in the 

kindergarten during the early stages of the study. Home visits were very 

popular with the participants, and even with other children I met at the 

kindergarten who were not involved in the study. I had frequent invitations 

to visit their homes and even to have lunch from the non-participants. 

A second home visit was arranged approximately a week before the 

participant's fifth birthday. On that occasion I used the kindergarten pictures 

to help identify which activity the participants liked or disliked. I also used 

Duplo figures were used to help me to understand what "family" meant to 

the participants. A list of topics which were discussed can be found in 

Appendix B. 
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I questioned the children about what they expected from school. During 

other play activities I would ask, "What do you think school would be like?" 

Or I would refer to earlier conversations, "Greta told you that school was 

boring. What do you think she means?" A different approach was used for 

each child as each child was unique. My aim was to try to understand the 

child's ideas, thoughts and feelings. There was also much discussion on 

birthdays, parties and presents as this was uppermost in the child's thoughts 

as for most, their fifth birthday was in the following week. 

A third home visit was arranged approximately six months after entry into 

school. On this visit I provided a variety of drawing materials and paper and 

invited the participant to draw a picture for me, preferably something to do 

with school. If the participant preferred to draw something else I did not 

object, but in the end most drew school related pictures. While they drew 

they talked about the picture and about other things. I prepared a schedule of 

things I wanted to talk about to use as a guide (see Appendix C). 

School visits 

At the beginning of the study some children were already going on school 

visits although starting school was almost four months away. When 

participants had been on school visits I endeavoured to record their thoughts 

and experiences on video during a kindergarten interview. Parents also were 

helpful in talking informally about what had taken place during the school 

visit, and later in the study I was frequently present when school visits took 

place. 

Last Day at Kindergarten 

I talked to the participant on the days/he left kindergarten and filmed the 

leaving activity. Each child who left the kindergarten decorated a play dough 

birthday cake complete with candles. They were eager to show the cake on 
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the video and to talk about their birthday presents. Questions were asked, for 

example "How did you feel this morning knowing it is your last day at 

kindie?" or "What do you think you will be doing tomorrow?" which would 

be their first school day. Each child at the leaving ceremony, sat on a chair in 

front of the other children with the three teachers. The teacher talked about 

which school the child was going to, and which children from the 

kindergarten the child would know in school. Then the birthday candles 

were lit and then blown out, and all of the children sang "Happy Birthday" 

and "Happy Schooldays". The birthday child was allowed to choose his/her 

favourite kindergarten song which everyone sang. Frequently the child had 

brought a gift for the kindergarten, or teachers, or treats for the children. 

Only one of the participants did not follow this custom of giving a gift or 

treat. 

One participant who attended a different kindergarten, became concerned 

at the thought of taking part in the leaving activity and his mother requested 

a simple leave taking without ceremony. 

Schools 

I contacted the schools two months before the first participants were due to 

enrol. I visited or spoke on the phone to the New Entrants teacher who 

would be receiving the participant in the study. The principals and teachers 

of all five schools were co-operative and supportive of the research. 

I was present when the participant went to school on the first day and 

stayed in the classroom observing until morning tea time, and I talked to the 

participant during this time. I returned to the classroom and usually stayed 

until lunch time, depending on the activities taking place in the school. I 

returned to the school the following week observing and talking with the 

participant. 
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This pattern of visits continued as each participant turned five and 

entered school. Visits to the schools increased as visits to the kindergarten 

decreased. 

As time passed by, the participants in some schools were moved out of the 

New Entrants class and into the next class. I visited them in their new class 

and also talked with them at play or lunchtime. 

Communication and Public Relations 

Letters were sent to parents on a regular basis keeping them informed of 

the stage of the research (see Appendix D). Cards and gifts were given to the 

teachers at the end of my time at the kindergarten, and to the New Entrant 

teachers with whom I had contact. Letters of thanks to the Principals of the 

schools, and follow up letters about the research were also sent (see Appendix 

E). 

Cards and small gifts were given to each of the participants on their fifth 

birthday and at Christmas. Birthday cards were also sent on their sixth 

birthdays even though the data collection stage of the study was over. At the 

end of the data collection stage the children were invited to a farewell and 

thank you party at my home. A video tape of interviews and activities in 

which the children had participated during the study was given to each child. 

The parents and the child were delighted with this videotape, and later 

unsolicited comments from parents expressed their gratitude and pleasure 

from watching the tapes. 

Data analysis 

The video tapes were transposed onto audiotapes which were transcribed. 

The transcripts and the video tapes were matched to ensure some recognition 

was given in the transcripts to body language, silences and facial expressions. 

Attempts were also made to clarify some utterances which could not be 

transcribed from the audiotapes. Some of the participants suffered from 
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speech impediments and it was necessary to take into account the context of 

the words in order to understand them. 

Each interview was introduced into NUD.IST and each line indexed. This 

meant that the interviews were coded under different nodes (categories and 

sub categories, see Appendix F). As the children talked about possessions or 

activities, new nodes were included. Themes were developed from the data 

collected. Because the research was specifically focussed on the transition 

from kindergarten to school, the topics which the children initiated were 

placed in nodes of school, or kindergarten. Sub categories were developed if 

the children talked about teachers in either settings. When the children 

talked about their mothers, fathers, siblings and so on these were put in a 

family node. Themes of friendships which were of relevance to the study 

emerged as the children talked about other children in all three settings. 

Children talked about their pets, sport, Christmas traditions and many other 

topics which have not been included in the results because of restrictions of 

time and the lack of association to the research questions. The study aimed 

to explore the roles, relationships and activities when the children made the 

transition from kindergarten to school, and these were the themes about 

which information was compiled. 

Field notes and profiles of each participant were also introduced and 

indexed. NUD.IST was used to identify themes which underlay the 

interviews with all participants, and was also useful in searching for 

interview text within specific topic areas. The longitudinal aspect of the 

study had to deal with developmental changes in the participant and many 

contextual changes for the child and his/her family. 

Summary 

In this chapter I have explored the qualitative methods and rationale for the 

selection of an ethnographic approach in order to capture children's 

perceptions at the time of transition from kindergarten to school. Methods 

were chosen which allowed children to be active subjects who could reflect on 
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their experiences and thoughts in a way which allowed the researcher to get 

as close as possible to understanding their interpretations of the world. As 

the study was longitudinal and a variety of views were accessed across a wide 

range of topics, the ethnographic approach was deemed best suited as a 

response to the research questions. Validity issues were discussed and the 

role of the researcher in such a study was examined. The ethics of working 

with children and the procedures that were followed were indicated. 

Profiles of the participants and how they were recruited were described along 

with descriptions of the settings where the observations and interviews took 

place. The procedure and design of the study, which equipment was used 

and how the data were analysed are incorporated to give a full picture to the 

reader of the details of the research methods. The complexities of conducting 

qualitative research and the importance of regular communication with 

participants, parents and teachers was also discussed. 
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Chapter Five 

Four case studies 

Introduction 

The research seeks to investigate viewpoints of children in their everyday 

lives, with a focus on the transition from kindergarten to school. Using the 

case study method endeavours to preserve the unitary character of the child 

ass/he makes the transition. Each case study will present data that views the 

child as a whole and examines the development of roles, activities and 

relationships over a twelve month time frame for that child. Observations 

of the child in the three microsystems and listening to his/her views allows 

the reader a holistic view of the transition for four of the children in the 

study. 

The wealth of data from studying sixteen participants means that a 

selection process must take place. The four children selected are 

representative of the sample, and although each child was unique, the 

transition to school indicated many similarities of experiences among the 

children. Only two children found the transition difficult and Tom was one 

of them. Krista and Chris had few problems, and Walter did not display any 

difficulties until well into the six month period after the transition. 

Although the aim of this study is to focus on the children's perspectives, 

teachers' and parents' comments have been included where it is appropriate 

to help the reader develop an understanding of the child. The findings for 

the other twelve children in the study will be incorporated in other sections 

Case Study 1: Tom 

Tom was four years six months of age when I first met him. My first 

impressions were that he was a quiet boy who appeared to get on well with 

the other children. He was quite tall for his age and had red hair. His special 

friend was Ella who was six days younger. They have known each other for a 

long time. Tom's maternal grandmother lives across the road from Ella. 
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Tom and Ella's parents are good friends and the children often visit each 

other's homes. 

Tom's mother Lorna is the Kindergarten treasurer and is frequently at the 

kindergarten. She works part time as a nurse and increased her hours when 

Tom started school. I asked Tom about his mother's occupation and he knew 

that she looked after people but did not know in what capacity. Even a year 

later he was not aware that she was a nurse or what she did exactly. 

On three occasions Tom became very anxious about unusual events which 

took place at kindergarten. Two puppeteers visited and gave a show. Tom 

went in with the children but after a short time he began to cry and one of the 

kindergarten teachers took him out. Another occasion was a visit to a show 

at the local Polytechnic and again he became anxious and spent the time 

sitting on his mother's knee. When the fire engine visited the kindergarten 

he had to be pre-warned and the teachers explained exactly what was going to 

happen. He appeared to become very anxious about such events. Lorna, 

Tom's mother, said that according to her own mother Lorna had had similar 

problems. 

I met Tom's father when he came to the kindergarten on his bicycle and 

Tom was riding on his. Tom said that his dad was on holiday and was 

looking after him. Tom rarely mentioned his father and only gave 

information if I specifically asked. He was always ready to talk about his 

brother Matthew who was two years older. On my first real talk with Tom in 

the kindergarten, he told me about Matthew and that he went to school. He 

often repeated what Matthew had told him. An example of this was 

Matthew telling Tom about Captain Cook. Tom had not fully understood 

the information accurately and so he constructed his own version. 

Tom: He got stabbed. Now he's up in heaven. 
Eileen: Captain Cook did? 
Tom: Yep. 
Eileen: Who told you all that? 
Tom: My brother. He, he urn Matthew did. He went on the Endeavour. 
Eileen: What did he think of it? 
Tom: He didn't go on it. 
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Eileen: He just went to see it? 
Tom: Yeah. He saw Captain Cook. 
Eileen: But you just told me that Captain Cook went to Heaven. 
Tom: But he got stabbed four days ago. 
Eileen: Four days ago? 
Tom: Y eauh. But Philip went a long time ago. (20/3/%) 

Tom lives in a pleasant house and has a room of his own and a spare bed in 

the room. He has numerous soft toys which he still enjoys. His brother has 

his own room and both boys have a good range of toys. The toys that I saw 

were all "boys" toys, that is cars, trucks, planes, etc. Tom spends a lot of time 

at the neighbour's house. He gets on well with the mother and referred to 

her often when I visited him at home. 

I was greeted at the door by Lorna his mum who called Tom. He was a little shy 
but seemed pleased to see me. His mum commented that he had been asking for 
ages when I was coming. He noticed the next door neighbour's paper chains 
which were hung up in their living room. I asked if he visited his neighbour's 
often. He said, "sometimes". His mum laughed and said that he was always over 
there. Tom led me into his room and Mum went off to the kitchen. (1111195) 

Tom was anxious and excited at my visit. For a child to have an adult 

visitor who was not coming to talk with mother was unusual, and Tom was 

keen to get me on his own without mother's contribution to the visit. Tom 

had a special relationship with the mother of the boys next door, and in a 

later interview there was confusion when he talked about going to the 

neighbours to play, not with the children but to see the mother. 

Tom immediately started showing me his soft toys. I asked him to wait until I had 
the video working. I showed him how the camera worked again. He rushed out of 
the room and brought back his special soft toy. I recorded Tom until the batteries 
ran out. I again attempted to get him to go through his day but we were soon off 
topic. Mum came in at one point to talk about the time and Tom was very keen that 
she left. He got up and "bundled" her out of his room and closed the door! 
(1/11/95) 

Tom was amenable to doing as I asked, but frequently deviated from 

talking about his day, remembering toys or activities which he wanted to 

share with me. This spontaneity allowed me to access information about the 

things in his home which he enjoyed and thought important. His mother 

was amused by his keenness to keep her out of the room while I was visiting, 
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and we discussed the occasions when children had visitors, but she could not 

recall a time when he had had an adult visitor. 

I ended the session by playing with his cars and garage. When I said that I must 
leave he said he wasn't having his hair cut till5.15pm after checking the time with 
Mum. She came into the bedroom and I confirmed that she had to be at the 
kindergarten to pick up some photos at 2.50pm which was close. Tom seemed 
disappointed that I was leaving but I said I would see him at kindergarten and that I 
would visit him again. He saw me to the car and waved me off. (1/11195) 

Giving my undivided attention to Tom and being active in playing with 

his cars and garage emphasised my role as friend. He enjoyed my company as 

I did his, and there was a reluctance on both our parts to end the session 

which was planned to be an hour and lasted for three hours. 

I rarely saw Tom involved in any activity that could be described as 

unkind. However, on one occasion he teased Chris and called him a girL 

Tom and Ella were playing in a play house climbing up ladder. Chris joined them 
and they called him a girl. He got very upset and said, "I'm not a girl". This was 
repeated till I asked Tom why he was calling Chris a girl. He said, "Because he 
looks like a girl, and has hairlike a girl!" (17/11/95) 

Although Tom played with many children in the kindergarten it was with 

Ella that he spent most time. Tom's closest friend was a girl, yet he knew that 

calling Chris a girl would annoy him. Apart from Ella, Tom played with boys 

exclusively. He liked building with tiles and running races. He crawled into 

the rabbits' cage with Ella and pretended to be a rabbit "eating" dandelion 

leaves which the other children fed to him. 

In the kindergarten Tom and Ella talked with me and would end up 

teasing me. Together they were confident in challenging other children and 

adults. The friendship which Tom and Ella had did not prevent them from 

having disagreements. Tom seemed to have problems accepting some 

information, and needed time to construct his own meaning. "Billions" was 

not a word that he understood, an indicator of the language problems which 

children face as they are exposed to different experiences. Even after I was 

asked to confirm that it was a number, Tom was reluctant to accept it. This 
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difficulty with language may have been a contributing factor in Tom's early 

days at school. 

Ella and Tom are tallting about what elephants eat. Ella said, "Pooh". I didn't 
agree. She said, "Yes". I asked her how many elephants had she seen. She 
answered, "18". Tom said, "Hundreds". Ella said, "Billions". Tom said, "That's 
not a number". They argue then asked me. I agreed that it was a number but Tom 
didn't seem convinced. (28/11/95) 

During the summer holidays Tom's family camped in Central Otago. They 

had a caravan and a tent there. Lorna commented that Tom was far more 

outgoing than his brother. She reported that Tom rides his bike around the 

camp ground and talks to people. 

Tom's first school visit took place at the beginning of March. His mother 

had brought him back to the kindergarten after the visit and I asked how he 
had fared. She said that he was great in that he sat on the mat with the other 

children and the teacher had talked about road safety. Tom had gone outside 

with the children when the class had physical exercises. Tom and his mother 

left at morning tea, though she said that Tom was keen to stay. I asked Tom if 
he would tell me about his school visit on video. He agreed. 

Eileen: What ltind of things did you do? 
Tom: Played in the playground 
Eileen: When the bell had gone for mid morning break? 
Tom: Mmm .. in school time. 
Eileen: Did you expect to be playing outside? 
Tom: You're allowed to at playtime. ( 8/3/96) 

Tom played outside when the class was taken out for physical exercises but 

was not in school during the mid-morning break. 

Eileen: And who did you see there? 
Tom: Chris, and not Ella. Have you saw Ella? 
Eileen: Yes I saw her yesterday in school. 
Tom: Do you know Matthew's teacher? 
Eileen: I don't think I do know Matthew's teacher. 
Tom: Do you know who his teacher is? Um-um I think, I forgotten, 
him .. she ... name. I've forgotten it. 
Eileen: Has he got a man teacher? 
Tom: No it's a girl. It's a lady urn. Miss Bailey. (8/3/96) 
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Tom was curious about the whereabouts of his friend Ella who had started 

at a different school. He then quickly changed topics and talked about his 

brother's teacher asking me questions and sharing information that he had. 

Eileen: What did the teacher do yesterday? 
Tom: I'm not... I forgot. 
Eileen: Do you think they might teach you how to read? 
Tom: I know how to read. 
Eileen: Oh you know. They might teach you how to do maths. 
Tom: I know how to do maths 
Eileen: You know how to do maths. Why do you think you going to 
school then? 
Tom: Urn, 'cos !just are. 
Eileen: Would you rather not go to school at all? 
Tom: Urn, yes 
Eileen: Or stay at kindie for ever. 
Tom: Mm (with a smile) go to school. ( 813/96) 

Tom was sure that he already had the skills that school would supposedly 

teach him, and seemed to feel more competent than he was. This belief of 

competency may have had a great influence on Tom's unhappiness when he 

started attending school. Tom's comments that he could already read and he 

could already do maths perhaps indicated a misunderstanding about what 

these activities involved. He did not seem to understand what was going to 

happen at school even though he had been on school visits and his brother 

had been in school for two years. 

However, he rejected staying at the kindergarten, and wanted to go school. 

Tom was aware that it was not possible for him to remain in the kindergarten 

and that going to school was the next step. 

Eileen: And when you went in with Mum, what did you do first? 
Tom: Urn, we had to draw this bunny. 
Eileen: A bunny? 
Tom: Yeah. They gave me a pen, a couple of pens and we coloured it in. We put 
the ears blue. What else do they have? 
Eileen: A tail? 
Tom: Y eh! No they don't have tails. 
Eileen: Don't rabbits have tails? 
Tom: (shakes his head) Like the ones outside, they have paws. 
Eileen: Then you coloured that rabbit in did you? 
Tom: Yeah. Inside the ears. 
Eileen: Oh, that sounds rather nice. With blue? 
Tom: Yeah. 
Eileen: Why did you have to do that? 
Tom: 'Cause we just had to. 
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According to Tom the day progressed well. He frequently became confused 

when talking about colouring the rabbit and naming the parts. He then went 

on to describe what he did in the playground. 

Eileen: You played cricket? 
Tom: Yeah. We had two pairs of cricket wickets and we got a hard ball. I 
whacked, I whacked some of them. 
Eileen: You whacked some of them? 
Tom: Yeah. 
Eileen: Very good. All the balls? 
Tom: There's only one ball. (8/3/96) 

He went on to embellish the story with the children he played with and 

about his brother's class who came out later, which was not an accurate 

account according to his mother. I did not feel that Tom had deliberately 

misled me, as we got on well and he had talked to me many times in a 

situation where the information had been verified. Being asked to talk with 

me meant he had to have something to say, but as Tom frequently had 

trouble remembering where he had put things, or who was taking him home 

from kindergarten, telling me about events which had taken place the 

previous day proved difficult. Tom wanted to talk on camera and I felt that 

he was trying to be helpful by talking about a variety of events, which had 

probably taken place at some time. 

On his last day in kindergarten which was also his fifth birthday, he talked 

about his presents after some encouragement. He was pleased with the play 

dough birthday cake which he had made and which was a feature of each 

child's birthday in this kindergarten. At the leaving ceremony, Tom seemed 

to really enjoy sitting at the front with the teachers and joined in the songs by 

large mouth movements but no word accuracy. He was very excited about 

his birthday party which was to take place that day with Ella his friend being 

the only girl invited. Beginning school seemed of little consequence to Tom 

with birthday activities dominating his day. 



124 

Tom's first morning at school 

Met Lorna going into school with Tom. She said that she had told Tom that she 
was going when the bell went. She kissed him and left. Tom was happy sitting on 
the mat with Chris. Tom smiled and waved when I went in .. 
Tom had the task of counting up to nine which he did really confidently. Tom puts 
his hand up frequently. When he is unsure about what to do he watches the other 
children carefully then joins in. (S.l: 2113/96) 

This seemed an ideal beginning to school, Tom seemed happy as was his 

mother, who had been unsure about how Tom would settle. Mother had 

already prepared Tom by telling him that she would not be staying. He took 

part in an activity with success and seemed comfortable with the 

environment. The initial transition appeared to go well and Tom appeared 

to accept parting from mother. 

The teacher gathers the children at the window to look at the digger which is being 
used to build the new classroom. Then they go back to the mat. Tom is beginning 
to gaze into space. Tom lies back on the mat then sits up and concentrates. He 
seems to lose concentration frequently. The teacher begins to sing. Tom who has 
not been paying attention while the story making has been in progress, realised 
there was singing and joins in the song. (S.l: 2113/96) 

This was such a contrast to the previous day in the kindergarten, which 

was full of "hands on" activities which were very exciting for Tom. Looking 

at the digger was of interest to all the children but there was no follow-up 

activity or talk about the digger. Tom appeared to find it hard listening for 

more than five minutes. His lapse in concentration made it difficult to 

follow later instructions which arose from the story making session. The 

teacher singing was sufficient to focus his attention on what was taking place 

in the classroom. 

The teacher reminded the children about swimming and catching the bus. She then 
drew attention to Tom and his birthday. The children sing Happy Birthday to Tom 
and he is allowed to choose a sticker. He then chooses five children to act as 
candles so he can "blow out". Tom speaks very clearly. Although he was sitting 
next to Chris he didn't choose him as a friend. Tom talks to Chris while the teacher 
is involved in sending a message. The children line up at the door ready to go 
outside. Tom and Chris join hands. (S.l: 2113/96) 

Although Tom's birthday had been the previous day acknowledgement 

was given by the teacher that it was a special day for Tom. He was confident 

when standing in front of the children and enjoyed the attention. 
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The children "jogged" around the grass area then returned to the classroom. Tom 
came in, stood and watched what the teacher was doing. Tom sat on the mat and 
said, "I've got a keyring." No one took any notice. Tom stretched his arms and legs out wide and says, "I've got this many". (S.l: 21/3/%) 

Tom's attempts at interacting with the other children brought no response. 
The children in the class had already learned that talking on the mat was 
against the rules, one which Tom was as yet unaware. There had been no 
explicit instruction about not talking but it was something that had to be 
learned. This would be the first of many rules which Tom would learn and 
attending to school procedures was seen as most important by the children 

At playtime, Chris and Tom walk around eating bags of chippies. He puts the 
empty bag in the bin then chases Chris. He runs fast but keeps checking to see if I 
am watching him. Tom is red faced and exhausted and gives up chasing Chris. 
Tom sits next to me. I asked him about his birthday party, and what he had done 
with his play dough birthday cake. He said that he had taken all the stickers off. 
Tom collects stickers. Tom joins the other children. When the bell rings, Tom is 
first to the classroom door, but is pushed out of the way by others. He realises that the door is locked so goes round the other side. (S.l: 21/3/%) 

Tom seemed to gain confidence from my presence in the playground . The 
first day went by without any obvious problems. Tom had friends and 
seemed to settle in confidently. The second day, as reported by his mother, he 
was reluctant to go and by Wednesday he became very upset. I had no 
knowledge of these difficulties until Lorna phoned me. On my second visit 
Tom was still very upset. 

Saw Lorna on my way in. She said Torn was in a real state. It had started the 
previous Wednesday. When I went into the classroom Tom was sobbing with 
puffy red eyes and looking very sad. The crying continued for twenty minutes. I 
sat on the mat near to him. The teacher, however, told Tom to move to the front. 
Torn eventually quietens and listens but yawns a lot. He is very sad and upset. 
(S.l: 29/3/96) 

Because of the relationship that I shared with Tom, his unhappiness 
caused me distress. I sat beside him hoping that my presence would be a 
comfort and quieten his sobbing. I was annoyed when the teacher made him 
move to the front. Many teachers are of the belief that children settle better 
once their parents leave, and Tom's mother had taken the teacher's advice. I 
felt that the teacher resented me being a friend and support for Tom, and 
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would have preferred me to take a non participant role as an objective 
researcher. 

Tom begins to quieten down, and the children are allowed to choose a maths activity. I encouraged Chris to have Tom as a partner. Chris asked me to come and play too. I did so. We played with little planes. Tom said that he had been to Auckland on a plane. Chris said he had been to Australia (untrue). Tom said that he had had lollies on the plane. 
At mid morning break the children go outside and Tom and I had morning tea together. I mentioned to Tom that Mum had said he was a bit sad and that he thought school was hard. He said, "The spelling is." (29/3/96) 

By morning tea I had a chance to talk to him and he commented that the 
writing was hard. His mum had told me that he found the tasks difficult. He 
also had problems with the swimming class in that he wanted his mother to 
be there, but she was unable because of work commitments. Tom found the 
swimming lessons difficult to cope with according to teacher and parent. 
Being responsible for getting undressed and keeping his clothes together, 
having to get into the pool and follow instructions, which Tom obviously did 
not enjoy, then having to get dried and dressed without any help from an 
adult is a challenge for many five year olds. Tom found it a distressing 
experience, and his mother realised this by his reluctance to go without her 
there. 

The school holidays started that week and Tom and his family went on 
holiday to Central Otago .. 

Eileen: Are you going off for your holidays again? 
Tom: Yeah. 
Eileen: In your caravan? 
Tom: Our caravan's purple. 
Eileen: Your caravan's purple. 
Tom: Yeah. 
Eileen: I remember last time you went to Central, your car broke down. Tom: I fell in Bowlertown last time. 
Eileen: And your car broke down. 
Tom: On the way. 
Eileen: On the way to Central? 
Tom: Yeah. It take, it took till night-time. We had to make the 
thing up, we had to make the awning. 
Eileen: You were setting off really early in the morning. 
Tom: That was at Easter Bunny time. (30/3/96) 
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Tom enjoyed talking about a variety of events but it was at times difficult 

to follow his thoughts. I did eventually unravel that the car had broken 

down and had to be towed. According to mother Tom was really interested 

in the whole process whereas Tom's older brother found the breakdown very 

upsetting. Because Tom and I had now known each other for six months we 

were building up a store of shared memories, which were helpful in 

understanding his viewpoints in unrelated situations. 

On their arrival back from their holiday, I had a phone call from his 

mother the night before school was to begin, again telling me that Tom had 

begun saying on the previous Wednesday that he did not want to go to 

school. According to Lorna he was crying and getting himself into a state and 

his mother was also was very upset. I visited school the following day. 

Tom had been crying before he came to school for the new term. His eyes were 
puffy and red BUT he was joining in the singing. He was chosen to be a candle for 
Callum's birthday. Tom completed an activity but seemed unsure what to do. Tom 
looks at what the other children are doing but becomes concerned when he doesn't 
know what to do. Chris watches the teacher but Tom looks everywhere, not 
wholly attending. The class went for a walk in the grounds to look at a mural that 
was being painted. (S.l: 15/4196) 

There were many observations of instances where Tom was unaware of 

what was happening in the classroom. He did not pay attention to what the 

teacher was saying because he was easily distracted by what he saw out of the 

window, or in the next room. Even when the class were taken to look at 

something outside he lacked interest in what the class was being shown. 

In class the children were allowed to choose an activity. I suggested to Chris that he 
partnered Tom and I would join them. First Tom chose the small planes and as we 
had played with them on a previous occasion, I suggested something else. Chris 
chose Geoboards. He was well advanced and set to making shapes. Tom was 
unable to manipulate the rubber bands but became more confident with help from 
Chris. Chris made a square then used bands to "make" windows like a house. 
With my help Tom made the same pattern. Meantime, Chris had turned the board 
over and made the same pattern on the reverse side. He said he could see inside the 
house. Tom turned his over and made the statement, "But mine hasn't got an 
inside". Tom had expected to see a design similar to the one Chris had made, but he 
had not done one. However, his expectations were that there would be one. (S.l: 
15/4196) 

Tom appeared to be a child who needed a great deal of support. He was 

ready to take the steps as long as Chris or I was there to help. In the maths 
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activity Chris was there as a peer exploring the patterns, which Tom tried to 
copy. With appropriate help from me at each stage, he was able to achieve 
the desired pattern. 

After two weeks Tom did eventually cease to be outwardly upset at the 
beginning of the school session, but continued to be frequently confused as to 
what he was expected to do, mainly because he seemed unable to pay 
attention for more than very short periods of time. This lack of 
concentration perhaps indicates that Tom was not ready for formal schooling. 
Sitting still and paying attention were important skills for Tom to learn, as 
poor concentration was criticised by the teacher. 

I saw Tom regularly while visiting other children who were going to the 
same school. He moved into the next class in July after the mid year break. 
He was more settled, but in class he continued to display a lack of 
concentration. He gazed around the class room or fiddled with paper or 
pens. When he was set a task he gazed into space and took a long time to get 
started then he was easily distracted by the other children. 

On visiting Tom at home when he had been in school six months, he 
seemed a little shy at first. After some hesitation he said that he liked writing 
best at school, and he was quite positive that the thing he liked least was 
singing. He said that Ricky was his best friend. He had a morning teacher 
and an afternoon teacher both called Williams, a Mrs and a Miss. He liked 
the older one least because she was "grumpy". I asked if he preferred the new 
entrants' class but he seemed unsure. He liked lunchtime better than 
playtime because it was longer. He liked going on the "bum breaker" (a slide) 
though when it was wet he got a wet bottom. Phillip is a friend but he 
sometimes pushes Tom around. I asked what Tom did about it and he said, 
"Nothing", but added that Matthew, his brother, punched kids who bothered 
him. I commented that this surprised me as Matthew did not seem an 
aggressive person. I reminded Tom that when he first started school he 
wasn't very happy. Tom commented that he used to cry. When I tried to 
probe further by rephrasing the question and by reminding Tom of events 
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when he first started school, he commented that Leigh, another boy in his 

class, cried as well. He appeared not to want to be reminded of the early days 

as he felt that he was now a school boy and that his school was the best. 

On my last visit to Tom in school he appeared to take an active part in the 

classroom. In a shared reading session from a big book, Tom was leading the 

reading which was important in that he guided the other children by pointing 

with his stick at the words. When he returned to his place, however, his 

attention waned indicating that there were still periods of reduced 

participation. 

Tom was sitting at the front of the class with a pointing stick obviously a very important 
job! Then he sat down and played with pencils on his knee. When it was his tum to give 
news, Tom tells his news confidently. (S.l: 2/12/96) 

Tom was accepted by the children in the school though he tended to stay 

mainly with Chris who seemed to be his special friend. His kindergarten 

friendship with Ella did not continue. They accidentally met at MacDonalds 

when Tom was there and Ella too. Ella frequently asked me if I had seen 

Tom. I always told Tom when I had seen her, but he seemed to have no 

interest. His mother told me that when they visited his grandmother, who 

lived next door to Ella' family, during the mid term break she had promised 

Tom that they would pop in on Ella. Sadly she was out and Mum reported 

that Tom was very disappointed, so perhaps there was still a good basis to 

continue the friendship though attending different schools made it unlikely. 

Summary 

Tom's transition from kindergarten to school was upsetting for him and his 

family. He had made two formal school visits. His brother had been in 

school for two years so Tom was familiar with the procedures of school from 

talking with his brother. He had visited the school on many occasions with 

his mother when she was involved in school activities, and when taking and 

meeting his brother. He knew many of the children in the neighbourhood 

who attended the school, yet there was a mismatch between his expectations 

of school and what actually happened. 
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Discontinuities existed between the activities which took place in the 
kindergarten and in school. In the kindergarten Tom spent much of his 
time playing in the sand pit, climbing trees, building with blocks and generally 
making choices as to what he wanted to do, and when he wanted to do it. In 
school none of these activities were available even during break-times. 
There was emphasis on sitting still, listening and following instructions, 
activities not practised in the kindergarten or in the home. In the 
kindergarten Tom was allowed flexibility in all activities, and help from a 
peer or adult was available when he needed it, which did not occur in the 
school microsystem. 

Tom needed support to help him with tasks. This support was not always 
available in the classroom from the busy teacher or from peers. The teacher 
was not always available to lead Tom through the activities which were set 
and he became confused with the different instructions which he had to 
assimilate. 

At home his parents and his brother were available to offer individual 
help for all activities. He often played at the neighbour's house where the 
mother frequently spent time with Tom. Although the microsystems of 
home and school were matched in the sense that the parents were educated 
and interested in being involved in the school programme, the discontinuity 
which occurred with Tom being in a class situation instead of an individual 
situation caused him many difficulties. Tom was keen to fit into the school 
system and perceived there would be a change in role. He looked forward to 
being a "school boy" a different role from the "kindergarten boy" at the 
beginning of the study. Tom accepted his new role after some months and 
he was accepting of the changes he had to make to become a "school boy". 
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Case Study 2 : Krista 

Krista is the oldest child in the sample. She has long brown wavy hair and 
was considered very attractive by the teachers in the kindergarten and the 
school. She wore dresses most of the time which was sometimes a hindrance 
in kindergarten when she climbs on the bars and jumps off. She has a 
brother, Jesse, who is two years older. Her mother works in the mornings 
and on one occasion when Krista was sick Dad took her to his place of 
employment. If Mum or Dad is unable to pick her up from kindergarten, 
arrangements are made for her to go to a friend's house and Mum picks her 
up from there. 

Krista lives in a house with a large garden. It is well furnished and Krista 
has her own room which has many toys. At my first visit she showed me 
her Barbie collection. She also has many games but there were not many 
books to be seen. Krista has a maternal grandmother who lives in 
Christchurch. She buys the children many toys and Krista and her family 
frequently visit her. The family spent both Christmases during the study 
with the grandmother in Christchurch, and on my first home visit Jesse had 
been taken on holiday to Australia by his grandmother. 

Krista is popular in the kindergarten. She played with an older child 
called Anne, but when she left to go to school, Krista played with Charlotte, 
Bridget and sometimes Geraldine. The girls tend to do things together like 
drawing, painting, and collages. They also enjoy outdoor activities like 
playing in the sand pit, climbing and jumping. 

Krista had brought a bird's nest to kindergarten. She was very eager to show it to 
me and insisted I went with her to see it. She said she had found it in a tree near her 
house. We talked about the nest, and what kind of bird must have built it. Krista 
said the nest wasn't near a tree. Several children gathered around to see it. We 
were all squashed in a comer of the kindergarten near the pegs and lockers. Later I 
went over to the drawing table and started drawing with Bridget, Krista and 
Geraldine. They were all concentrating on the task in hand and any discussion was 
about what they were drawing. They treated me as one of themselves 
complementing me on my drawing. The girls were very positive in their comments 
about each other's work. (311!0/95) 
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Krista was encouraged by her parents to take the birds' nest to the 
kindergarten. The teachers showed great interest as did the children, and 
making links between home and kindergarten can seen as beneficial for the 
child. The girls treated me with great courtesy and imitated the compliments 
which adults make to them. Imitation is seen to play an important part in 
the learning process according to sociocultural theory. Krista was keen to 
take an active part in special events in the kindergarten. On a day involving 
a teddy bears' picnic, the teddy bears stimulated much imaginative play for 
Krista and her friends. 

Krista has brought a bear as it was Teddy Bears picnic day at the kindergarten. There was a general admiring of each bear amongst the girls. At the collage table Krista asked me to cut out a mouse from some material. I did so though it was a difficult task. Then she wanted another one. She made a little box and put some material in it. Krista pretended that her two mice were in little nests. (9/11195) 

Krista enjoyed making things but needed help attempting tasks which she 
saw as too difficult. She seemed always ready to share activities with me and 
with other children in the kindergarten. 

Krista often has her fingers in her mouth She had a nose bleed but seemed unruffled. She seems to have a capacity for being "in control'. I have never observed Krista getting cross or flustered. She is an easy going little girl who smiles often. (21/11195) 

She played co-operatively but did not appear dependent on other children for 
play activities. She would often leave the group when she had had enough 
and go off on her own to play. This usually meant that her friends would 
also discard the activity and follow her to play with something new. This 
group of friends influenced other children in their activities in the 
kindergarten, but it was Krista who appeared to generate new ideas for her 
own group. 

Bridget, Krista and Charlotte were outside taking turns to give each other rides in a cart. They pulled it round and round. I asked Krista if Jesse was back from Australia. She said he was and had brought her a Barbie doll back. Krista and her friends, also David and Brian, played Follow my Leader. I was included in the activity. Krista is very agile and confident on outside equipment. Krista stopped playing outside and decided to play with the Lego trains. Bridget and Charlotte stopped too and joined her. I frequently observed Krista making the decisions and her friends following. If they didn't follow, Krista simply did what 
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she wished herself. She seems totally happy with her own company, but she also enjoys playing with other children. 
Krista goes to the drawing table and draws a penguin picture. She also draws a 
sandwich. 
Outside again and Krista, Bridget and Charlotte are playing with water in the 
sandpit. They seem oblivious of the spills on their clothes. Bridget tells me that 
Krista is going to her house for lunch. (28/11195) 

Although Krista had been on school visits twice a week for three months 
once the Christmas break was over school was only weeks away. Krista 
appreciated the closeness of the event but her birthday seemed the most 
important. 

Krista had a camel that she had got from MacDonalds. She told me she had been to Christchurch to stay with her Nana. She stayed for a while talking to me on her 
own. I commented that soon she would be going to school and how did she feel 
about it. She replied "Good, but it's my birthday first." (3011/96) 

I visited Krista's school before she actually started, her teacher, who was 
also the principal of the school, felt that Krista would fit into school very well. 
She had a very positive attitude towards Krista, and described her as "a pretty 
little girl". The teacher had also taught her older brother Jesse so knew 
something of the family. 

Krista, Bridget and Charlotte came to say hello. I told Krista that I had been to see 
her new teacher and she said I could go into the school when Krista was there. 
Later Krista, Charlotte and Brittany were sitting on the table under the umbrella 
eating morning tea. They waved. Then they went off to the climbing frame and 
began jumping off the top. Then they decided to throw down their sunhats and 
tried to jump on them. (2J2J%) 

As Krista's birthday approached there was great excitement among Krista's 
friends in the kindergarten. She was willing to talk a little about what she 
had done on school visits and she shared some of her observations of school. 

I sat with Krista and Charlotte. Krista said that Charlotte had been given an 
invitation to her birthday party so it can't be far away. I think she was meaning that 
now the invites had been given out the birthday must be getting close. I asked if 
she had been on a school visit. She said she had. She then made the statement 
"You don't paint at school. You only print." I said, "Oh I'm sure you will do 
some painting. Maybe it'sjust because you are only there in the morning." "No. 
No painting" she repeated in a firm voice. It was the first time that she had offered 
any information about her school visits. (8/2/96) 
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Krista's observations were confirmed when I visited the school with Krista, 
there was a Jack of opportunity to paint. Although art classes were available 
to the children they seem to be offered in a morning block once a term. This 
was a contrast to the daily painting opportunities that Krista was used to in 
the kindergarten. The discontinuities between kindergarten and school were 
many. As Krista stated, printing dominated the activities in the classroom, 
and choice was limited to choosing maths activities after set work was 
completed. Krista was given few opportunities to initiate her own ideas as 
she had been allowed to in the kindergarten. 

Preparing for school is perhaps more challenging for those children 
entering a school which has a school uniform. Not only does the child have 
to change his/her behaviour and environment, but also wears clothes which 
are probably more restricting than any s/he has worn before. The change in 
role is emphasised by wearing clothes which are quite different than those 
ever worn before. For Krista a heavy winter pinafore, a blouse and a jersey 
plus enclosed leather shoes and white socks turned her into a school girl 
immediately, at least from the outside. Showing me the uniform or trying it 
on for me was an activity usually accompanying the home visits for all the 
children who attended two of the schools in the sample which required 
uniform. 

When I visited Krista at home she immediately wanted to show me her school uniform. She didn't try it on but held the tunic against her. She commented that it was a bit long. ( 15/2/%) 

Trying on the uniform was part of the ritual of preparing for school along 
with having a new school bag, lunch box, drink bottle, pencils and notebooks. 
Having all these items gave the event of starting school an importance of 
which all the children were aware. Kindergarten days were behind them and 
a new stage of their lives was about to begin. 
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Krista's first morning at school 

I arrived at the school shortly before Krista arrived and felt quite nervous so 
perhaps understood how Krista might be feeling. When the family arrived, Mum 
was driving and Jesse was bouncing about and Krista looked very excited. Mum 
confirmed she was very excited. I took some of video but decided to leave the 
camera in the car to avoid more pressure on Krista. (S.2: 16/2/96) 

I felt uncomfortable accompanying the family into the class as I felt I was 
intruding on a family occasion. Krista gave me a smile on arrival but I was 
sensitive to the importance of the day. I was also aware that Krista's mother 
was finding it difficult starting her youngest child into school. 

I followed them to the classroom. As Krista has been on school visits every week 
since October, she is well used to the classroom and the teacher. We go into the class room. The teacher is not there so Krista stands by Mum and hangs on. 
Charlotte, her older sister and Mum come and visit, bringing a new puppy which is 
a distraction for Krista. Jesse stays with Mum and Krista as the bell hadn't yet 
rung. Krista goes to the door to see the new puppy. I remain in the classroom. 
Then I notice Krista is upset and she begins to cry. Mum comforts her. I move 
closer to find that the puppy had nipped her. Whether the crying was caused by the 
puppy's nip or a release of a build of excitement and tension caused by starting 
school was difficult to judge. (S.2: 17/2/96) 

It was clear that school visits failed to make the separation from mother 
any easier. Krista had been on school visits twice a week for three months. 
Everything about the class and the teacher was familiar to her. The arrival of 
friends and the distraction of a puppy helped relieve the tension which 
Krista may have been feeling. She was a girl who unlikely to cry in other 
circumstances when nipped by a puppy. 

At this point the teacher arrives and talks with Krista and Mum. The children sit on the mat but Krista remains by Mum. She doesn't want to sit on the mat but listens 
to what is going on. The teacher brought out a badge for Krista, and the children 
sing Happy Birthday but there is little response from Krista. Mum tries to persuade her to sit on the mat but Krista clings to her. (S.2: 17/2/96) 

Separation from her mother was difficult for Krista even though 
consideration had been given to her adjustment to school by numerous 
school visits. 
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Children moved from the mat and started their regular routine. Krista moved away 
from Mum without prompting, and joined in. The teacher commented to me on the 
usefulness of the school visits to help children settle. Krista was given work to do 
and started on her printing. Mum left the classroom but stayed a little while in an 
adjoining room where she could see Krista but Krista could not see her. When 
Krista had finished her task she joined the queue to see the teacher. She stuck her 
book under her chin and smiled across at me. She got to see the teacher but had 
forgotten to do something. She went back to her table to make the adjustment and 
returned to wait to see the teacher again. Krista still hasn't initiated any speaking 
nor have I heard her replying to anyone. (S.2: 17/2/%) 

Krista joined in the class routine which was the same every day. She was 

completely familiar with it and, except that she was now wearing a uniform 

which may have provoked a sense of difference, she settled into the school 

day. 

Krista sits next to Anne her friend. Anne talks to her about her drawing, Krista 
smiles then Anne briefly comments on Krista work. Krista checks frequently with 
Anne's work. Then she goes to see the teacher. She asks who else is in the 
classroom that Krista knows and Krista says "Eileen" and gives me a grin. Her 
teacher suggests that Krista may like to do some puzzles together with me. Krista 
is confident working with the puzzles and we do seven. Then Krista works with 
Anne but seemed very solemn. The teacher reminded the children of the rules for 
morning tea. Krista needs a tissue so she goes and gets one. (S.2: 16/2/%) 

Krista uses her friend to assess that her work is as it should be. Having Anne 

there is probably comforting for Krista. The teacher's reference to me 

occurred mainly because it was the first child that I monitored. She never 

made any further references to my presence with the next five children. 

She gets her morning tea and sits and eats chippies. (For lunch she has a sandwich 
and a cookie) She wipes her hands on her uniform and brushes off all the crumbs. 
Then she starts to colour in with Anne. Jesse appeared at the window so Krista 
went outside. She went for her drink bottle. Then the three of us went on a tour 
around the playground. 
After play came Newstime. Krista gave her news. Showed a heart shaped jewel 
box with three bracelets in it. Anne asked where she had got it. Krista gave a big 
smile and said, "For my birthday" It would appear that Anne knew this. The 
children ask questions but rarely are the questions about the object. Krista seemed 
to find it funny that Anne should ask what she already knew. (16/2/%) 

After the initial uncertainty at the start of the morning, Krista quickly 

adjusted to the routines of the classroom which she had experienced for the 

previous three months. 
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On the second visit Krista was totally settled into school. She was 
comfortable moving around the school buildings and wending her way, with 
me following, amongst the children 

I arrived at playtime. Krista was jumping off a bench next to Anne. Ella, who 
was on a school visit, saw me and asked "Eileen, why are you here?'' I explained that I was visiting Krista. Krista grinned and took me with her to get a drink of water. I decided to return to the car and get the video camera. I took a wee bit of video but as usual it was difficult to take only Krista as other children wanted to get in on the film. (S.2: 22/2/96) 

Krista seemed particularly pleased to see me and was not happy when I went 
to sit at the back of the classroom. She wanted closer contact. She appeared 
to enjoy the status of having an adult in the classroom there especially for 
her. I was also the person who knew her in the three microsystems of home, 
kindergarten and school. 

The bell went and the children moved into the class room and sat on the mat. Krista wanted me to sit on the mat next to her. She gave a news item but returned to sit really close to me. She read her reading book to me after I had read it to her . It was a story of a mouse and she read it very well. Her teacher said Krista was allowed to choose what she wanted to do. She sat with her fingers in her mouth then decided that she wanted to do a puzzle. I suggested she joined another group of children. She did not do so. She eventually decided after about ten minutes what she wanted to play with some blocks and animals. She wanted Anne to play with them too. I suggested that she go and ask Anne. She continued to suck her fingers. Her teacher commented later that she had never seen this behaviour before. She told Anne to help Krista and said she could choose. Anne came over and helped. Krista said, "Carry that Eileen" then she seemed to brighten up. (S.2: 2212196) 

Krista's behaviour was atypical as noted by her teacher. She became very 
attached to me and wanted my whole attention. She appeared to lack 
concentration and seemed uninterested in making a choice of activity. 

Krista sorted out the pigs and put them in wooden boxes then she helped Anne pack away. She stood hesitantly then hopped and skipped to the mat. She sat down and yawned and played with her hair. She started to "draw" on her 
cardigan, then she saw I was watching and she stopped then smiled. The teacher read the poem "Mice". Krista joined in when she could then the bell went. Krista picked up her lunch box and went outside with Anne. (S.2: 22/2196) 

Krista played co-operatively as observed in the kindergarten. She was always 
willing to try to do anything even though difficult. She enjoyed talking 
about the activity and could develop the conversation and relate it to her own 
experiences. 
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I met Krista trying to get a skipping rope. "But I can"t skip"' she said. 
Ella joined Krista and Anne playing with the Lego blocks. Ella kept chatting to Krista and played co-operatively. I joined the three children. We talked about what we were making. Krista made a boat. I asked if anyone had been on the "Endeavour" (a replica of Cook's ship which had recently visited Dunedin). Krista said that she had. Krista said that the boat was dark downstairs (below decks). Krista went over to a frog bean bag and pretended to go to sleep. Ella joined her and they started playing. I stayed with Anne. After a while the teacher told Ella and Krista to come away from the bean bag, and told them to choose a puzzle to do. 
Krista was doing a puzzle with Anne. When Newstime came, Krista was the first to give news. She showed the party bag and contents from Ella's birthday party. Krista giggled quite a bit. (S.2: 8/3/%) 

Two weeks later I visited Krista in school. She had no idea that I would be 
visiting and I always tried to enter the classroom without disturbing the 
activity taking place. 

I entered class and the children were just beginning their writing. Krista saw me gave me a bright smile then became solemn. Ella and Krista had completed their assignments and had joined a queue to see the teacher. None of the children in the class were smiling and it was very quiet. Krista had made some mistakes in her work and had been sent back to correct it. She smiled at Anne briefly as she 
returned to the table. 
Krista was still working, then queuing to see the teacher. Krista sighs. I asked her if I could see her work book. She shows me and then gets really concerned because she had misread "2pm"? She wanted to show the teacher. I suggested she left it. "But she doesn't know," said Krista. I asked Krista what was happening the next day. She didn't know. I told her school was closed for a couple of weeks. 
"Good I'm glad. I'm going to Nana's." 
"In Christchurch?" I asked. 
"Yes," she said with a big smile. (S.2: 22/3/%) 

Krista had become quite anxious if she noticed any errors in her work, and 
became insistent that the teacher had to see. Although in the kindergarten 
she showed initiative in what she did, since attending school she seemed to 
be less sure about her own judgements and needed teacher approval for 
whatever she did. Her obvious relief at being told that the holidays were 
coming indicated that although Krista had not had any real problems over 
the transition she was not totally sure about school. 

I played with plastic spiky things on the mat with Krista. 
Eileen: Do you paint? 
Krista: No 
Eileen: Do you ever go on the computer? 
Eileen: Do you ever sing songs? 
Krista: Sometimes. 
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Eileen: Why do you think you come to school? 
Krista: To leam letters. 
Eileen: Have you learned them? 
Krista: Yes. 
Eileen: So do you still need to come to school? 
Krista gave me a puzzled look and no reply. (S.2: 22/3/1996) 

Krista had already decided in an earlier interview what was missing from 

the school when compared with activities in the kindergarten. School was 

for academic purposes, and when asked to think about why she went to 

school, she was simply puzzled. Perhaps with more time she would have 

been able to reply. 

Krista enjoyed focussing on details, as earlier illustrated when she wanted 

to make little mice and put them in a nest. She also enjoyed her Barbie toys 

which included a large collection of miniature tableware. This attention to 

detail may explain her distress when her work wasn't exactly as she wanted it 

and her fascination with a strand of hair which was barely visible. 

On one visit Krista pulled a strand of hair from her head. Krista was fascinated 
playing with it as I had shown her how, if you run your finger along it, the hair 
springs into a corkscrew. She played with the strand for about twenty minutes. I 
put it in my book and she insisted on finding it and playing again. After a while 
she went to show the teacher. "Oh yes dear," she said but Krista didn't seem 
satisfied with her response. (S.2: 22/3/96) 

I did not visit Krista again until after the Easter holidays. I arrived at the 

school at morning tea-time and Krista was eating her morning tea outside the 

classroom. 

Krista gave me a smile and I asked how she was and she grinned. Krista had been 
to Christchurch for Easter. She and Jesse had stayed with Nana then she had 
driven them back to Dunedin. She had a Kinder surprise (a chocolate egg which 
contains a small toy) which she was eating. I asked Krista and Ella who was 
sitting beside her, if they were glad to be back at school. There was a silence. 
They both looked at me and with solemn faces, both shook their heads. I asked if 
there was anything special they liked at school. They said, "No we don't like 
anything." (S.2: 15/4/96) 

Krista was one of the children I considered had made a successful transition 

yet in two months she had rejected school. Both Krista and Ella looked at me 

as though I was slightly mad that I could think school could be special. 
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On the third visit to Krista's home ( 21/10/9), she told me that she was 
going to swimming lessons again. She was proud of the things she could do 
in the water. Jesse, her older brother, kept interrupting, and I promised he 
could join us when I had had a little time with Krista on her own. Krista 
drew some pictures for me, mainly of the swimming pool and of her Nana' s 
house. She did not talk about school, though she declared that she hated 
maths. I was unable to persuade to elaborate on the issue. When Jesse 
joined us, they talked while they were drawing pictures, mainly about their 
drawings, swimming and how Krista plaited her hair when she went into the 
pool. The interaction between the siblings was friendly and they seemed 
comfortable with each other. 

When I left, her mother talked to me about the study and asked how long it would 
continue. She said that Krista was very negative about school and often did not 
want to go. She said that she seemed to be well adjusted socially in that she got on well with the other kids and she had friends. According to her teacher she was 
making good progress academically. Her mother was at a loss to understand why 
Krista was so negative. (21/10/96) 

Summary 
Krista appeared to enjoy most of the activities in the kindergarten though 

she chose the sand pit as her favourite. She was socially accepted by the 
children and had established friendships with a group of girls. She made 
many choices in the kindergarten and was able to seek out help if she needed 
it. She was well able to enjoy her own company. At home she was 
confident and her parents and older sibling spent time helping her when she 
needed it. Her mother or brother would listen to her read and her brother 
would, on occasions, join in some play activity with her. Krista enjoyed her 
visits to her Nana and was able to talk about experiences she had shared with 
her parents while on holiday. Her experience at starting school was not 
traumatic and the transition appeared smooth. There were no obvious 
discontinuities between the microsystems of home and school in that both 
parents were supportive of the school and teacher. One discontinuity was 
the lack of individual scaffolding which took place in the home but was not 
available in the school. Krista had to get used to doing what everyone else 
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was doing and even when allowed some choice became tentative about 

making a decision. Krista had a strong sense of fun but was unable to display 

this within the classroom environment. She became at times timid and 

seemed unsure of herself. Academically she made good progress according to 

her mother and Krista was happy to read to me from her school reading book, 

yet as mother reported she had a negative attitude to school. Little 

recognition was given to Krista's independence, and she assumed a passive 

role in the classroom, which did not connect with the girl in the 

kindergarten with innovative ideas. 

Case Study Three: Chris 

Chris was a small boy with very blond hair. He was four years and seven 

months when I first met him. He has a younger sister Tansy and lives in a 

villa in an area near the kindergarten. His mother, Kathy, stays home during 

the day but goes out to work at 5.30 p.m. and Dad looks after the children. 

Kathy was a waitress at a local hotel and was sometimes required to work late 

hours. This was particularly noticeable nearer to Christmas. Father was 

involved in motorised deliveries when the study started but was made 

redundant. He was unemployed for a short time then got a job as a car 

salesman. His mother had a position as a trainee manager for a restaurant 

chain and in March 1997 she told me that she had been down to lnvercargill 

on a training course. 

When Chris came into kindergarten he frequently looked rather 

dishevelled. Kathy, his mother, used to say they had overslept. I was 

unsure whether this was an indication that the children went to bed late. 

Chris told me on a home visit that he usually was in bed by 8 p.m. Chris had 

a pet cat and a dog, Zak. His father had acquired the dog to take hunting, and 

it was kept fastened in a kennel in the garden. To Chris the dog and the cat 

were included in his family. 
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Chris decides to show me how Zak, who is secured in a run, eats worms! Chris: Oh there's a baby worm. 
Eileen: I don't think he wants to eat worms 
Chris gives the dog the worm them goes off to search for more. He catches one and runs with it to the dog. 
Chris: Here. (!laugh as the dog eats the worm). (14/10/%) 

Chris and I got on very well in that I enjoyed his company and he seemed 
to enjoy being with me. He tended to impose on my time in the 
kindergarten and was very "bossy" where I was concerned. Because I was in 
the role of friend, I accepted his dictatorial manner, which usually amused 
me but on occasions frustrated me. His closest friend was Desiree who was 
three months older. Desiree used to follow Chris wherever he went and he 
used to tell her what to do all the time. Chris enjoyed reading books and 
would frequently ask me to read to him. He could also sing really well. He 
had very strong ideas of what girls and boys could do, which I found 
entertaining. His play activities incorporated knowledge from television, 
and probably from his family experiences. 

Chris has attached himself to me . We have devised a game of crocodile hunters. We hunt for crocodiles. He is sometimes the crocodile and sometimes the hunter. When I said I was going into the crocodile infested river. He said "No. Wait. You can't go in first." When I asked why, he answered, "You're a girl!" On the following day he instructed Desiree and me to wait on the bank and he would catch the crocodiles and bring them to us. (10/10/95) 

Chris was very protective of his sister, Tansy, who was two years old at the 
time, and he became very caring when she was around. Chris took on the 
role of being a responsible, older brother, which I observed on many 
occasions. 

His sister Tansy woke and came into the room. Chris was unaware of the danger of jumping on the water bed when Tansy was on it. However, he did show awareness when Tansy picked up a small piece of plastic and Chris took it off her, looked at it and told her that she couldn't have that and tossed it in the cupboard. (26/10/95) 

When Mum was a mother helper at kindergarten she took Tansy with her 
and Chris was again very protective of her. 

Chris was painting outside. His mum was a helper so Tansy was also there. She joined in everything, especially the paints. Chris was very caring of her and picked her up and carried her around. (22/11/95) 
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Both sets of grandparents were separated. Chris' paternal grandfather, 
"Pop", lived in a small rural town in Otago, and the family visited him and 
he came to visit them in Dunedin. His maternal grandmother lived in the 
Lakes Region of Central Otago. Kathy's mother lived in a larger rural town 
and there was no mention of her father. Chris referred to his Pop, often in a 
derogatory manner, which perhaps imitated the way his father referred to 
Pop. Many of his soft toys had been bought by grandparents. Chris had a 
very good grasp of family relationships as I discovered when studying his 
perspectives on the family as reported in Chapter Seven. 

Chris was a good friend of a girl Wanda who lived three doors away. They 
used to play together at each other's houses or in the garden. At school 
Wanda was "always there" for Chris up to the six month visit. Chris used to 
play with girls more than with boys. He continued to be friendly with 
Desiree even when he went to school, though the friendship faded a little 
when the teacher told his mother that Desiree was distracting Chris from his 
school work. He was told by his mother not to be friends any more. 

Chris did not seem as interested in food as other children were in the 
kindergarten. He rarely joined the other children for morning tea. 

I went outside and saw Chris sitting on a cushion holding a book. He smiled but 
seemed a bit shy. I asked him how he was and how he had enjoyed his holiday. 
He replied good to both and asked me to read him a story. I read several stories. 
Chris's choice was about farm animals so we spent a lot of time talking about them. 
Chris seemed quite knowledgeable. (30/1196) 

Chris was often found playing in the sand pit . He made sand castles, 
played with cars in the sand and was often playing on his own. He enjoyed 
making up games. 

Chris didn't want his morning tea. I have observed that he rarely bothers with 
food. Chris wanted to go to the sand pit which we did. Nigel came over and 
joined Chris digging a big hole in the sand pit. Chris stepped into his hole and I 
commented he looked like a tree. This triggered play with water and growing and 
pretend plucking and eating of fruit. (30/11%) 

Two weeks before Chris' fifth birthday I asked his mother if she had 
arranged to enrol him or asked about school visits. 
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On my way out I met and talked with Chris's mum. She said she still hadn't been 
to school about enroling Chris. I asked for a home visit and we agreed a time. I 
asked if she wanted to come to my house and she seemed quite happy about a 
change. She told me that she didn't work over the Christmas New Year period as 
it was too much. She said the family had been to her Mum's for a holiday. She 
also commented that her husband had patched things up with his father and they 
had visited him. (3/2/96) 

Chris was a very controlling little boy. He frequently ordered me to do things 

and became cross when I refused. This behaviour continued all the time that 

I was in contact with him. I did not observe this when he played with other 

children, except with Desiree. 

Chris led me outside and was very possessive and demanding. He pulled me to 
the climbing net and ordered me to climb up. I said that I preferred not to. He got 
quite cross when I refused. He then dragged me over to the tyre steps, which I 
went up then he went over the bridge. Again I refused to go across. Chris kept 
saying "You have to. You need to get to the other side." (14/2/96) 

On another occasion he wanted me to be with him exclusively, and became 

resentful of other children taking my time. 

Chris came and wanted me to go to the play dough table and make a crocodile. I 
told him that I would come shortly and that he should go and make a crocodile, and 
I would come over. He became very insistent but I stayed with the girls. 
Eventually he did as I had suggested, and then called over when he had completed 
his crocodile. I left the girls and went to sec the crocodile which was great.. I sat 
next to Chris and we made more crocodiles. (15/2/96) 

Chris made two school visits which did not seem useful according to his 

mother. Chris would not leave his mother's side nor join in any of the 

activities with the other children. The school visits were helpful in that 

Chris did became familiar with the location and the teacher. 

Chris returned from a school visit and I asked him to tell me about it. We found a 
quiet comer but he said very little. I asked if he had seen Desiree and Sam and he 
nodded. He said the kids had been doing something to do with maps. His mum 
later told me that he wouldn't leave her side. When he eventually sat on the mat he 
insisted on Mum sitting there too. She tried to persuade him to sit next to Desiree 
but he wouldn't. He was glad to get back to kindergarten. She said he had been 
keen enough to go. She said she didn't know what to do about staying or leaving 
on the first days at school as he had had difficulties when he changed from 
afternoon to morning kindergarten. I said to ask Chris and see what he said. She 
said that he would want her to stay. I commented how strange starting school 
must be for the child. She said, "Well, I guess we all survived it". ( 15/2/96) 
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On Chris's last day at kindergarten he was very confident. 

I visited the kindergarten just in time for the children singing "Happy Birthday" to 
Chris. He seemed happy and confident. He gave a gift to each of the teachers and 
a poster and some tapes for the kindergarten. I thought this was very generous. 
Chris shouted out to his mum "Where is Eileen's present?" She said that it was at 
home and he could give it to me later. He was keen to go home for it and bring it 
back but I suggested that he brought it to school the next day, as I would be there. 
There was no mention of Chris having a birthday party at home. ( 19/2/96) 

My assumption was that most of the children in the kindergarten 

exchanged visits, but to my knowledge Chris was not one of them. During 

the time I was with him there was no mention of him being invited to 

birthday parties nor did he have a party himself, the only child in the sample 

who did not. 

Chris's first morning at school 

Mum, Chris and Tansy were late arriving. All the children were in school. Chris 
waved but wasn't in a rush. He gazed at the play equipment and dawdled up to 
where I was standing. This could have been interpreted as a reluctance to get to 
school or a relaxed attitude. We greeted each other and Chris gave me the present 
which he had forgotten at kindergarten on the previous day. (S.l: 19/2/96) 

This casual approach to the first day at school contrasted with the approach of 

most of the other children and their parents. Generally the children were at 

school quite early, Chris was the only one who arrived after the day had 

begun. 

We went into the class room. The teacher showed him where his clothes peg was 
and where the toilets were. I never saw her do this with any other child. She 
usually got another child to show the newcomer where the facilities were. (S.l: 
19/2/96) 

I noted that when I made my first visits to the classrooms the teachers 

behaved in a different way to the children and to me than in later visits. For 

Chris the personal approach she used, was never observed again when I 

visited with the other children in the sample. There could be a simple 

explanation in that she felt that there was no child who had been in the class 

long enough to be confident, being able to show a new boy the facilities. 

Another explanation could be that she felt that this was the ideal way of 



W:i 

welcoming new children and because I was a professional myself she felt it 

was important to be at her best. 

Chris didn't want to join in the mat game and hung onto the doorknob When the 
children began to move around the class room Chris moved to Mum. He watched 
all that was going on but didn't leave Mum. He gave me a grin and Mum started 
gently rubbing his back which she perhaps she used as a comfort or to relax him. 
Chris, fingers in mouth, moved from Mum to a table with some books. He started 
to look at the books. He moved back to the door handle and swung on door. He 
kept an eye on the teacher and observed what she was doing. He watched her 
write a story on the white board. He went to the toilet after whispering to Mum. 
He returned to Mum then went to the book table again. (S.1: 19/2/96) 

This behaviour seemed the same as was reported by his mother on his school 

visits It seemed that Chris' attention was gained only when the teacher 

talked about Chris by name, to the other children. Chris was used to being 

treated as an individual and being asked to comply with instructions as other 

children did may not have been easy for him. 

The teacher said she was going to write a story about Chris. Chris came halfway 
then stopped. Then he came to me, fingers still in mouth. The teacher came over 
and took Chris to the group. She told him to choose five children to be candles. 
The children sang Happy Birthday and Chris "blew" each child candle out. The 
teacher gave him a sticker and asked him if he would like to sit on the mat, which 
he did. The children then went outside for physical exercises. Chris joined in 
really well. Mum left. Chris skipped back inside. (S.l: 19/2/%) 

As there was a trainee teacher in the class some of the children were taken 

into a side room. I accompanied them and observed. The teacher trainee 

had some sensory experiments in which the children had to guess what they 

were touching and so they needed to be blindfolded. I was surprised that 

approximately ten children sat on the mat legs crossed, and allowed 

blindfolds to be placed on them. These remained on for at least ten minutes 

while they "felt' the various objects. I found the atmosphere strange, as there 

was not one sound from the children as they sat blind folded. What an 

unnerving experience for a child who had been in the school setting for 

approximately an hour. After this session it was mid-morning break. 

During mid morning break, Desiree and James stayed with him. Chris explored 
the play ground followed by the other two children. When Chris skipped, they 
skipped if he ran, they ran. He came to sit beside me for a while then he was off 
again. He appeared very confident. 
Back in the classroom he insisted that I sit beside him on the mat. Desiree sat on 
his other side. He listened to several stories intently. He was beginning to look 
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tired. He was in the last group to be seen and the teacher tells him to sit beside her 
and he was given a reading book. Chris begins to take part in the group and 
answers some questions. He smiles across at me. (S.l: 19/2/96) 

Chris gave little indication of how he was feeling and, except for the first 

twenty minutes when he stayed with his mother, accepted all that was 

happening around him. He had company in the play-ground and made 

contact with his female neighbour who had been at school for a year. 

By my second visit to see Chris in school, he was well settled. He had 

learned the rules of sitting on the mat quietly and concentrated well. 

Chris was sitting on the mat with his hand up. Desiree was sitting close by him 
and talking. Both talked quietly. Desiree puts her arm around him and he shrugs it 
off. He turns and sees me and waves. He continues to turn and smile at me while 
the "lesson" was going on. There was an activity which involved galloping around 
the room then getting into groups of various numbers. Chris had difficulty with 
the children getting in a group of four. They kept making five. Then they had to 
get into a straight line. Chris appears to be confident. He watches and 
concentrates most of the time. I join him playing with a train set. He asked if I 
could stay all day. I said perhaps I could one day. (S.l: 27/2/96) 

Chris was well received by the teacher. She appreciated his responsive 

behaviour and her positive attitude was helpful to Chris. 

The teacher told me that he gets a bit tearful when Mum leaves but she felt he had 
adapted well. He seemed intelligent and had learned a lot. She seemed positive 
about him. She made other comments about boys in general who needed extra 
help especially in reading. She also commented that she felt her programme was 
quite structured. Chris became quite dependent on me and wanted me to sit on the 
mal with him. (S.l: 27/2/96) 

My role as friend continued to allow Chris to treat me in a autocratic way 

expecting to comply with whatever he wished me to do. Having an adult 

friend in the playground environment gave Chris and his companions great 

confidence. They could go into all areas without bigger children threatening 

them, as the following incident in the sandpit will illustrate. 

At mid morning break he took me possessively by the hand and we went and 
collected his lunch box. He had a cracker for morning tea. Wanda, his friend 
who lives a couple of houses down from him, came over. Chris took me and 
showed me around the grounds followed by Wanda and friend. We moved over to 
the sand pit. A bigger boy was playing in the sand pit on his own. As Chris 
walked by he flicked sand at him. Chris just looked then looked back at me. 
Wanda said "That boy threw sand at Chris." I said, "Yes I saw him but I am sure 
he won't do anything like that again" By this time the boy realised he had been 
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seen and looked a bit guilty. The children continued to play in the sand pit . 
Desiree joined them then they all started playing racing games and hiding games. 
Usually Desiree was disadvantaged. Although I tried to get Chris to talk to me it 
proved difficult. He fell and hurt his knee which gave me a chance . He said, 
"Mum told me to wake her up at half past eight but when I went in at 8 o'clock she 
was already up." He gets up and races about again. The children run seemingly 
just for the joy of it. (S.l: 27/2/96) 

From my observations Chris made the transition well. He did not cry except 

to become briefly tearful when his mother left. He had settled into the 

routine of the classroom and learned the rules and procedures. He was liked 

by the teacher who thought him intelligent. At this stage there were no 

reports from his mother about any difficulties at home except that he was 

very tired when he got home which caused him to be a bit grumpy. 

A month later I again visited Chris in school. 

Chris was drawing a wolf head. Seemingly an activity after a story. He is in the 
Giraffes group. He gave a me a beaming smile when I went in. He has had his 
hair cut and looks quite different. I commented on his cut and how super it 
looked. He and two girls discussed the drawing of the wolf and I joined them. 
Chris asked if I was staying all day. I said I would stay till lunchtime as that was 
all I could manage. I said that when Tom started I would be able to stay longer. 
He shook his head but I am not sure why. I asked Chris if he had seen Tom. 
"And Caley". I said I don't know her. Then he explained who Caley was and he 
is a boy not a girl. I commented how great it would be to have another couple of 
boys coming from his old kindergarten. (S.1: 14/3/96) 

Chris always seemed happy to see me. He still attracted girl companions and 

interacted well with them. There was still some uncertainty about being in 

school, as he always wanted me to stay until lunch-time. Perhaps the time 

during lunch, which many of the children in the sample found stressful, was 

the time he appreciated his adult friend. 

I asked how his mum was. "Good, but she smokes" "I didn't know she smoked," 
I said. "She does", he said. "How's Tansy?" I asked. "Naughty" "Well I guess 
most two year olds are a bit naughty" "She's not two" "Well she's nearly two isn't 
she. Isn't her birthday in April?" "She keeps pooing her pants and going outside". 
"I guess Mum is getting her to go to the toilet". Chris nods. General conversation 
while he is cutting out and other children talking. He puts his hands to his ears and 
rolls his eyes when the teacher begins to talk in a loud voice. We speak in 
whispers. He told me that he stays till3pm now as he is a big school boy. (S.l: 
14/3/96) 

Intersubjectivity is shown in our conversation, which allow us to talk about 

people and events which we both have knowledge of in another 
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microsystem. Chris and I were building up a number of shared experiences 

which were helpful in stimulating him to talk about things that were taking 

place in school and home at that time. 

Time for lunch. "Come on Eileen" said Chris dragging at my hand. "Your hair 
looks funny". "!guess it needs cutting" I answered, tucking it behind my ears. "I 
don't like it like that" "Oh OK" I said and shook it out again. "That's better" says 
Chris. He holds on to my hand and says, "Come on". On my way out the teacher 
begins to chat. Chris waits. I suggest that he goes and gets his lunch and I'll join 
him. (S.l: 14/3/96) 

Chris treats me as an equal, which means that as I have made comments, in 

the past, about his hair, he feels comfortable passing comments about mine. 

He still would like to monopolise my attention, and he was not happy that 

the teacher talked with me. Chris' mother reported that he often did not 

want to go to school, and was frequently cross when he got home from 

school. He never told her anything that he did at school or what went on. 

Chris was moved twice in six months. He was in Junior One (Year One) 

by October and I saw him sitting in too large a desk for such a small boy, in a 

full class of thirty children. For a five and a half year old, three classes in 

such a short time must have been a great challenge. Academically Chris 

made good progress in the eyes of the teachers, and when I visited him on the 

last home visit, he was confident and competent at spelling out words. 

Summary 

Chris was independent in his play in the kindergarten. Although he did play 

alongside other children he was rarely seen seeking out children with whom 

to play. He was dominant when playing with girls, and his playmates in 

kindergarten, at home and in school were often girls. He showed responsible 

behaviour when his younger sibling was present and at home he was treated 

with esteem by his mother, in that she talked to him pleasantly and I never 

heard her using language which may cause him to feel "put down". Chris 

was interested in his pets and had a wide knowledge of family relationships. 

His mother had a pragmatic attitude to school and she encouraged Chris to 

develop similar views, that life must go on and you just have to get on with 

it, no matter what occurs to make things difficult. His mother was caring of 
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him when he was reluctant for her to leave him, but felt that it was up to 

Chris to accept going to school. 

Chris had some difficulties on school visits, and on the first morning, but 

on the whole he made the transition to school successfully. The teacher had 

a positive attiude towards him which was fortunate for Chris given the 

important role of the teacher has in children making a successful transition to 

school. There were no major crying sessions, bed-wetting or illnesses which 

prevented him from attending school regularly. Only from his mother in 

later months came reports that he became angry when he got home from 

school, which she explained as him being over tired, and when he had to go 

school in the morning. 

Case Study 4: Walter 

Walter was the youngest participant in the study. He had two siblings, a 

sister two years younger and a brother three months old. His parents had 

professional qualifications and were interested in encouraging Walter in his 

education. His grandparents and other members of the extended family 

lived in the area and were seen on a regular basis. Walter had a keen interest 

in lions, so much so that when he went to kindergarten he stated he was a 

lion. 

I talked to Walter who was doing acrobatics on the ladder. He said he was going 
to be a lion, but a good friendly lion! He told me he had been to Wanaka and it 
was good. (2/2/%) 

His mother and grandfather also reported that he talked about nothing else 

but lions. During the course of the study Walter maintained his interest in 

lions but also showed a fascination with dinosaurs. He collected plastic 

models, was informative about fossils, and could name different dinosaurs. 

He looked at the National Geographic magazines, often with his father, and 

was able to discuss the animals he saw in the magazine. He also watched 

nature programmes on the television. Walter reported that the programmes 

were recorded on video and that he and his father watched them together. 
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Walter was playing with Constructo-straws near the entrance of the kindergarten. 

He looked up and smiled at me. I sat down with him. He made a shape and said 

it was a tarantula. We talked about them and where they came from. He asked me 

if I had seen National Geographic on television and told me a tarantula was rolling 

down a sand hill. He then went on to tell me about a wasp he had seen on another 

programme. (16/5/96) 

In the kindergarten he played at lions, and he came in various garments 

which he explained belonged to animals. 

I'm wearing my wolf jacket. I'm a wolf today. 

His knowledge of animals was remarkable. He made models of animals, he 

drew and painted pictures of animals. He was confident in his knowledge 

and corrected me on several occasions when information I had offered was 

incorrect. 

He talked about being a shark and a whale at home. I wasn't sure what he meant 

as we were doing a puzzle which had a whale on it. I realised that he was talking 

about toy creatures. I asked were they furry. He said "Sharks don't have fur!" 

(7/21%) 

Walter had a speech impediment, and became very persistent when he 

wanted to pass on some information. He had a very clear idea exactly what 

he meant in spite of adults who failed to comprehend. He also showed a 

great deal of tolerance at their ignorance. 

Walter came along, gave me a hug and said, "Shall I whisper what animal I am 

today?" He whispered in my ear but I couldn't understand. It sounded like, 

"I'm a tougar". He whispered again but I still couldn't understand it. Walter said, 

"It lives in North America and lives in the snow." 
I suggested he drew a picture which he went away and did. I looked and said that 

perhaps it was a cougar because they lived in North America but had rather big 

ears. Walter left and carne back with his drawing with enlarged ears. We went to 

the teacher who said it was an ocelot because Walter had been talking about an 

ocelot the previous day. 
"That's what you mean isn't it Walter?" she said. Walter made no comment. 

We went back to the drawing table and he said, "It wasn't an ocelot it was what you 

said 11
• 

"Do you mean a cougar? 
"Yes a tougar", nodding his head. 
I asked the teacher if she had a book with pictures of animals in it. She found 

one and showed Walter a picture of a cougar and he readily identified it as 

the animal he meant We spent another ten minutes looking through the animal 

book, talking about the animals. (7 /6/96) 
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Walter commented to me on a home visit that the thing he hated was being 
"told off". Maybe that is why in kindergarten he hid away from adult eyes to 
ensure he was not reprimanded. Would this strategy be useful in school? 

At home Walter had a wide range of stimulating toys and books. His 
mother stayed home and was interested in his learning. His father played an 
active role in child minding. Walter reported on two occasions that Mum 
had gone to Christchurch/ Bali and Dad was looking after him and his 
siblings. His grandfather took him on rabbit shooting trips. He spent several 
holidays a year with his parents in Central Otago. He was a boy who 
appeared keen to learn. 

He went on two school visits and started school without any tears or 
clinging to his mother. I had reason to talk with his mother on the phone to 
arrange an appointment and she was not happy about the prospect of Walter 
starting school. 

I phoned his mother about visiting Walter at home. I asked her how she felt about his first day at school. She was very bitter and hates the system. She wanted to keep him out 'till he was six years old as she felt Walter would lose his 
individuality. (16/9/96) 

Walter's first morning at school 

Walter waved, he was sitting on the mat at the back of the class. Walter watched what the teacher was doing but also kept a close eye on what other children were doing. Ronnie was sent to show Walter where the toilet was. Then the class went to the hall for singing. I followed. At the assembly his teacher asked Walter to stand up in front of all the children, which he did, and introduced him to the whole school.. 
A chart was held up with the words of the first song. Walter sat down and looked. around him. Then he started making patterns with his fingers and failed to attend to the singing. (S.l: 30/9/96) 

Walter had watched closely what was going on in the classroom and had 
listened attentively to the teacher. 

The children were instructed by the teacher to draw a self portrait. Walter begins to draw and I watch for a while. 
Eileen: You're not drawing a dinosaur?. 
Walter: Yes I am. 
Eileen: But you're not a dinosaur 
Walter: Yes I am. (S.l: 30/9/96) 
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It was clear that for Walter the role play in the kindergarten was alive and 

well in the school, and Walter did not understand that he was being 

disobedient in the teacher's eyes. When the teacher came around I 

endeavoured to explain Walter's keen interest in animals and how he took 

on the role of an animal. 

She listened to what I had to say, then leaned over and removed the drawing from 
Walter and told him to start again and this time to draw himself. 
Walter complied. He did a very quick and sketchy drawing of himself THEN 
proceeded to draw a dinosaur, then another! (S.l: 13/9/%) 

This illustrates the mismatch between what Walter was encouraged to do 

at home, allowed to do at kindergarten and yet not allowed to do in school. 

Disapproval from the teacher was strong. His ideas had not been welcomed. 

His drawings had not been welcomed. Walter seemed confused. This 

failure to do as he was asked could be seen as disobedience, and although 

Walter did not always comply with instructions in the kindergarten, and 

possibly in the home, Walter managed to negotiate his position. In those 

two microsystems, there were opportunities for the child to present a 

viewpoint about the direction, and to negotiate. This was not so in the 

school where an instruction must be followed and the teacher obeyed. 

Although the focus of this study is the child's perspectives, comments 

from parents and teachers were also listened to. 

I talked to his mother after Walter's first day and she was fuming and had had a 
clash with his teacher. When she went to pick up Walter at 2 p.m. on the first day 
he was in the class room alone and another new entrant child, whom she knew, 
was wandering around the empty school looking bewildered. She took the child to 
the hall. She expressed her concern that Walter had been left unsupervised in the 
classroom. She had also expected an opportunity to meet and talk with the teacher 
to find out how Walter had got on. The teacher commented that this wasn't 
kindergarten and she did not have time to stand around and chat. Mother was 
extremely angry. (30/9/%) 

A situation had arisen where the parent recognised the different aims of the 

school microsystem and the home microsystem. Her expectations of the 

school were not matched by what actually happened. She felt frustrated 

when the teacher was not interested in talking with her. It is a fallacy that 

parents are treated as partners, as most research shows that parents are 
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regarded as classroom helpers, fund raisers, or adults who can accompany 

children on outings. Walter's mother felt that the teacher owed her some 

time so that Walter's progress could be discussed, but this was not 

acknowledged. From talking to many parents, this feeling of being excluded 

once the child starts school is a common one. 

A week later I visited Walter again. The teacher was hearing a group of 

children reading and the room was very quiet. Walter was on his own 

playing with some model animals. 

Walter was sorting out animals. There were some wolves so he talked about the 
wolves. He told me where they lived and how he had seen some on television 
programme. Walter continued to talk about the animals in a complete fantasy.(S.l: 
7/10/96) 

It was common in this school that beginning children could leave at 2 p.m. as 

a concession to the length of the day, compared with the morning-only 

kindergarten session. Not all parents made use of this concession though 

most did. Walter did not yet stay until the end of school day, as he nor his 

mother wished to do so. 

The teacher asked Walter if his mum was picking him up at 2 o'clock. He said,"! 
think so. It's not long before that is it?" 
The teacher went on to comment that soon he would be a big school boy and would 
be able to stay until school ended. (S.l:7/10/96) 

This comment and the tone in which it was said made Walter feel 

embarrassed in front of his peers. From my observations and perceptions, 

Walter did not see that staying in school until three o'clock, would make 

him a big boy. He was a big boy to himself and to the family. His younger 

sister adored Walter and copied everything that he did. He frequently looked 

after his baby brother. He was encouraged to be independent, to explore and 

learn, and he was given many opportunities to experiment with different toys 

and activities. To Walter he had already acquired the status of "big boy". 

As time went by Walter seemed to lose interest even when the lesson was 

about animals. His answers became thoughtless. 
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What's a whale?" asks the teacher. "It's a girl shark," said Walter. 
The children listen while the teacher tells about whales. She plays a whale tape. 
Walter sits cross-legged and still but surprisingly, to me, he shows little interest in 
the whale tape. Walter is listening and he responds when the teacher talks about 
bugs, then he returns to fiddling with his cord and his sweatshirt. Walter watches 
what the other children are doing and copies without seeming to know why. 
Walter has his hand up but when the teacher asks him, he had nothing to say. 
Walter's face changed colour with embarrassment, and he continued to chew on the 
cord. (S.l: 7/10/96) 

Walter is knowledgeable about the animal world and knew what a whale 

was, yet he was unable to answer. The teacher is forming an opinion of 

Walter which is not accurate yet it is her judgement which will be recorded in 

school records. 

Walter said if he were a lion he could bite his arm. He did and made a mark. Then 
he kept interrupting another child who was talking to me. The teacher ordered 
Walter away from me and said that he had talked long enough. He moved away 
reluctantly. She said, "Walter has been very good for the last few day." (S.l: 
ll/111%) 

I took this as meaning that he was conforming to the way she wanted him to 

behave. It could also have been a criticism that when I came to visit Walter 

was "not good". Perhaps Walter felt comfortable not complying with the 

classroom procedures when I was there. His family valued Walter as an 

individual, and for his creativity, imagination and active mind. The teacher 

appeared to value quiet, compliant children who did as they were told, and 

followed the classroom procedures. Walter had few opportunities to expand 

his interests or his knowledge. He even began to make mistakes when 

answering questions which I knew he could answer. "Switching off" seems 

to be a tool most used by children in the classroom. If they found that they 

did not find what the teacher found interesting, or if their concentration 

lapsed for what ever reason, the children engaged in activities which were 

quiet, and usually unnoticeable. Walter discovered a fascination for gazing 

out of the window, or playing with his fingers, or with a plaster on his knee. 

He became an expert on sweat shirt cords, scabs, scratches, and mat fluff. This 

could perhaps be compared with adults who must attend meetings or lectures 

which they do not find of interest, or who feel it does not involve them, they 
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too find that their attention is focussed on activities outside the environment 

in which they find themselves. 

I visited Walter at home visit six months later. He had conformed to the 

school's requirements though was still fascinated by animals. He had drawn 

a picture of a fox which he presented to me on arrival. 

Eileen: What animal are you today then? 
Walter: A person today. 
Eileen: You're a person today? 
Walter: When I'm playing, I'll be an animal. 
Eileen: I bet you can write your name now. 
Walter: Yep. I could even write it when I was four. See how I write my name- W 
-a-1-t-e-r. That's my name.(12/2/97) 

Walter had learned that being an animal was an identity which he could 

adopt only in play. He was differentiating between work and play, and being 

an animal was for play and not to be included in activities in the classroom 

which constituted work. I asked Walter what he liked about school. 

Walter: Playing with Jessica. 
Eileen: Playing with Jessica, that's your cousin isn't it? 
Walter: Yeah. She's my only cousin at school. 
Eileen: It's nice having a cousin at school. 
Walter: I don't have another one. I've only got, I think two. Yeah, two. 
Eileen: Is there anything else you really like about school? 
Walter: Yeah, playing with jet fighters. 
Eileen: Jet fighters. those plastic things are they? 
Walter: Yeah, they're plastic. 
Eileen: And when do you play with those? 
Walter: At lunchtime, or when it's maths you can get out the jet fighters and all the 
other things. Not maths things. (12/2/97) 

I followed with a question about what Walter disliked about school. 

Eileen: Is there anything you really dislike at school? 
Walter: Yes. Being told off. 
Eileen: Does that happen often? 
Walter: It doesn't happen very much. 
Eileen: That's good. 
Walter: 'Cause I'm always too good for the teacher. 
Eileen: Do you like being good or do you like being naughty? 
Walter: I like being good. 
Eileen: What do you do to be good? 
Walter: Sometimes I look after other people. 
Eileen: What other people do you look after? 
Walter: All the people who need help. I help them in the playground. 
Eileen: Is anyone ever horrible to you in the playground? 
Walter: No, no one is. Except one is. 
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Walter: A big boy. 
Eileen: Is he being horrible to you ? 
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Walter: 'Cause .. urn .. one day he wanted to have a look at my Batman watch and 
he chased me because I wouldn't let him. 
Eileen: So what did you do? 
Walter: Yes, one day he chased after me, and urn .. I tricked him because I went 
round a tyre and he just went straight passed and I went Sh.h.h. ( !2/2/97) 

Walter recognised that being good for the teacher was a worthy aim and he 

had learned the rules in the classroom that which allowed him to be seen as 

good. I felt that "helping people" had come from his mother rather than 

from the teacher, as helping people was a topic that had been discussed at 

other times between Walter and his mother. 

Walter talked on about his own interests and by the end of the visit had 

completed many drawings mainly of animals but one of the playground at 

school. His mother told me that she had had a very difficult time with 

Walter coming in from school, throwing his school bag in a corner, and 

refusing to open it. She had needed patience to encourage him to complete 

his homework tasks and admitted that she was not always successful. She 

acknowledged that at times Walter was a very angry little boy on his arrival 

home from school. 

Summary 

Walter did not display any of the clinging or crying behaviours when 

beginning school, which are indicators of unhappiness. He appeared to make 

the transition to school well. In the kindergarten and the home I observed a 

boy who was independent, imaginative and knowledgeable. He conversed 

with great ease about topics that interested him, and enjoyed learning. 

There were few opportunities in the classroom for him to build on and 

extend his own interests, as the programme was wholly teacher directed. 

Walter had few opportunities to expand his interests or his knowledge. He 

had to learn to conform, and as Martin (cited in Sherman, 1997) suggests 

"individuality is a disease to be cured". Child centred learning is the 

recognition of what children already know, then for the teacher to extend on 

that knowledge, and is an educational practice widely regarded. For the 
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teacher to find out his interests from him or his mother would have been 

useful in extending his learning. Instead the children were expected to learn 

what the teacher had selected, which may or may not have improved their 

knowledge. 

Conclusion 

Separation from mother was a difficulty for all the children. In spite of 

school visits, the children found this separation perhaps the most difficult 

aspect of beginning school. As the children had experience of early chidhood 

education for two years they had developed many of the skills which would 

be useful in the classroom. And as for most children separation from 

mother occurred in the kindergarten, it is puzzling why separation from 

mother in school posed problems. Familiarity with the teacher, the location, 

and class environment which allows the child to feel comfortable in his/her 

new surroundings, were all covered by school visits. There was no way to 

practice separating from mother, yet this had to be overcome for a successful 

transition to take place. 

None of the mothers of these four children was given the opportunity to 

talk with the teacher, and share her knowledge of the child. Schools have a 

tendency to contact parents when a problem has already developed, when 

perhaps it would be more useful to have reciprocal contacts with parents in 

the early stages, and to understand the child before any problem evolves. 

Research has shown that there is little reciprocity between home and school. 

Schools make the decisions about the children, and parents are informed of 

those decisions. Changing classes for Chris was such an example. His 

parents were informed only after the move had taken place. No inquiries 

were made of his mother as to whether Chris was coping with the class 

changes. Schools do not want to know about the personal life of the child 

and treat home as if it was a separate entity, which has no bearing on the 

child in the school. 
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There was little communication between the kindergarten and the school. 

The teacher in School One did make a visit to the kindergarten on one 

occasion and talked to the staff. Records which had been kept in the 

kindergarten were not seen by the new entrants' teachers. Walter's 

involvement with being an animal could have been discussed with the 

kindergarten teachers or with his mother, by the school teacher, which would 

have enabled her to gain some understanding of his behaviour. Good 

teaching practice is said to involve reflecting on the differences between the 

child's view and the teacher's view, and incorporating these differences in her 

teaching. 

The definition of the transition period needs to be more carefully 

considered. If a study is made only of when the child leaves the kindergarten 

and starts school, then only Tom would be seen to have made a poor 

transition, in that outward signs of distress were displayed after two days and 

continued over several weeks. If we look beyond the actual transition itself 

to the first six months of the child's school life, a picture emerges that Chris, 

Krista, nor Walter made successful transitions. They had developed an 

outward acceptance of school but all three, according to their mothers, 

displayed anger or negativity towards school. It is to be questioned if the 

negativity shown by three of these children will affect, to their detriment, 

their school achievements in future years. 

Tom, who did not cope well with the change to school, developed a more 

positive attitude to school six months later, and it can be asked if he will 

achieve more than the other three. 

In these case studies the mismatch between the philosophies of the 

schoolteacher and those of the kindergarten teacher are well illustrated In 

the kindergarten the children were involved with the teachers who accepted 

their contributions. There was a high rate of peer to peer interaction, and the 

teacher followed the child's initiative. In school the control was by the 

teacher, there were low rates of peer interaction, the teacher gave frequent 

evaluation of the child's performance and there was a rigid adherence to the 
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curriculum. In schools teachers initiate learning, they talk to the children, 

direct their behaviour and organise their activities. As a contrast in 

kindergarten, teachers listen to the children, respond and encourage their 

initiatives, participate in their activities and follow the children's lead. 

Discontinuities were seen in the mesosystem of home/ school and 

kindergarten/ school. 
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Chapter Six 

The activities, roles and relationships in kindergarten, school and home at 

the time of transition 

Introduction 

This chapter will be divided into six sections. The first section will 

examine children's roles and activities in the kindergarten, and in the second 

section roles and activities in the school. An overview of each setting will 

illustrate the mismatch and discontinuities between the two microsystems of 

kindergarten and school. The third section will look at the teacher-child 

relationships in kindergarten and in school. The fourth section will explore 

the home /kindergarten mesosystem and compare it with the home/ school 

mesosystem. The fifth section will examine the expectations and outcomes 

over the transition to school. Finally in the sixth section, the roles and 

activities within the microsystem of the home will be examined, including a 

look at the day in a child's everyday life. Commonalities and differences in 

children's perspectives will be explored throughout. 

I Children's roles and activities in kindergarten 

The routine of arriving at the kindergarten, placing the lunch box on a 

personal shelf then choosing from a wide range of activities, many of which 

were available on a daily basis and in the same location, gave numerous 

opportunities for social interaction. This interaction was frequently observed 

at the play dough table. The children made a range of models, and discussed 

what they were doing. 

Kathy made play dough muffins, baked them and handed them round for other 
children at the table to sample. This would stimulate the children to make different 
food and discussion about their likes and dislikes, developed. ( 4/3/96) 

Kathy imitates the actions she has seen in the home which allows activities 

which have continuity between the two microsystems. Although Brian may 
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not take part in pizza making in the home, he has watched how it is done and 

can take part in an activity which also stimulates sharing ideas with peers. 

Brian: This is a pizza. 
Eileen: What are you putting on it? 
Brian: Cheese, spaghetti. 
Geraldine: I am putting pineapple on mine. 
Brian: Yuk. I hate pineapple. ( 4/3/96). 

Developing mathematical concepts was also observed during play dough 

activity. The children competed in making things longer, bigger, wider, or 

heavier. Making a long, long roll like a snake involved the children in 

measuring the length and width of the table and a keenness to expand the 

"snake" to the length of the room had to be discouraged as impracticable. 

The children encouraged each other and evidence of peer scaffolding was 

evident. If a child was unable to physically manipulate the materials then 

another child would be there to give a helping hand, along with ideas about 

how the model could be improved. Usually an explanation was given by the 

more capable child of what was happening and why. 

The collage table was a popular place which also stimulated talk about 

what the children were doing. It was also a good place for me to get some 

insight into the children's lives. Sharing this information allowed me to 

develop intersubjectivity with the children. 

Bridget told me about her sister Carol who was six and went to school and thought 
"It was pretty boring." She had a dog which had had an accident and hurt its leg. 
Her grandmother has a puppy called Lucy and she had taught Bridget how to carry 
it in the proper way. She liked going into her sister's room while she was at 
school, but Carol didn't like it. She liked to tease her sister and make her cross. 
Her friend was Jake and he had an Aladdin video. (18/9/95) 

All this information was passed to me in one session and Bridget expected 

me to remember it all. At a later date, Bridget referred to Lucy, and when I 

couldn't remember some of the details she became quite cross and said, "But I 

told you about Lucy, you know my Gran's puppy". Children have an 

expectation that their news would be assimilated and further interaction 

would depend on the reciprocity shown by adults. This seems to be similar 

to adults, who assume that when a confidence is shared with another, there is 
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an expectation that it will be remembered and be a basis on which to build 

further confidences. 

The children replicated activities in the kindergarten that interested them 

and that they enjoyed in other settings. Vygotsky sees pretend play as being 

based on implicit rules of social behaviour. It is a way that children come to 

better understand cultural norms. Kathy had a fascination for cellotape and 

wrapped complex "presents". She chose anything to wrap, for example an 

old Avon catalogue. She wrapped it in an envelope then in paper, using 

staples and metres of cellotape. She then "delivered" it and retreated 

watching with great delight while the recipient opened the present. This 

present wrapping and giving happened time and time again. Kathy enjoyed 

the activity tremendously. Many of the children took pleasure from 

wrapping and giving presents, which was usually something they had 

recently made, or a picture that they had drawn. The wrapping was not 

essential for the object to be a present, but wrapping the gift occurred 

frequently, and as a recipient I felt it was important to enjoy the experience. 

On occasions other children tried to open the present given to me. This was 

very annoying to the giver and conflict had to be averted. 

Lilly brought me a wrapped "present". Bridget insisted on helping me to unwrap 
it. Lilly and Susie got cross with her and told her it wasn't her present. Bridget 
continued to rip at the parcel. I allowed her to do so until the middle was reached 
then I said I would open the rest because Lilly wanted me to. Then Bridget begged 
the girls to make her a parcel. Susie gave Bridget the one she had already made, 
then the girls went off together. (12/3/%) 

Giving and receiving presents is a cultural ritual. Birthday and Christmas 

produced presents, and the wrapping and receiving was an important part of 

the children's lives. The rules that were connected to the event were clearly 

known and learned in the home setting. What the children had learned in 

the home setting they transferred that knowledge to the kindergarten setting. 

The girls in the sample were always keen to make bracelets, hats and any 

decorative item. Once one child had made an item, the others copied the 

same style of item, often helping by holding two pieces together or cutting off 

the cellotape, illustrating the benefits of peer help. Sharing and helping in an 
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activity illustrated the co-operative participation which is so important for 

cultural learning. Geraldine frequently made items to wear and though she 

was only four years and two months at the beginning of the study she was 

adept at manipulating the materials on the table. She also talked while she 

worked. 

Geraldine told me she had an Uncle Rob, and an Uncle Geoff who went to a local 
high school. She knew she would be going to school but didn't know which one. 
She went to church and "You sing and you have to sit real quiet". She was taken 
by her grandma. "Nan picks me up. She's very old. Granddad has just got 
sick." (2119/95) 

Opportunities to share with me her home relationships and activities 

strengthened the mesosystem link between home and kindergarten, and 

continuity between settings. Geraldine had a large extended family and knew 

about nephews, cousins, grandparents and great grandparents on both sides of 

her family. 

Reading books and working on puzzles were activities frequently chosen by 

the children. Comfortable chairs were available in a carpeted area of the 

kindergarten for the children to read, alone or with an adult. The 

furnishings in the area were modelled on the probable furnishings in the 

home, an area where children could work on the carpet or sprawl in an 

armchair. There were many requests made by the children to read to them, 

or to help with puzzles. Many of these requests, with which I complied, 

came from children who were not in the study, but I did not feel it 

appropriate to deprive these children of my attention. 

Early in my time at the kindergarten I was reading a story to four of the 

children in the study. They were sitting as close as possible to me and we 

were talking about the book, which was about fire engines. 

Charles: I want to be a fire engine driver when I grow up. 

Nigel: I don't. I want to be a policeman. 

Geraldine: I want to drive an ambulance. 

Charles: What do you want to be Eileen when you grow up? (26/9/95) 
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Although the children accepted that I was able to read stories to them so 

must be an adult, they accepted me as one of themselves very quickly. 

Sharing books with the children was a time when they shared their ideas. It 

was also a time when knowledge of factual items could be extended, 

sometimes by me, but often by a child who had some particular knowledge on 

that topic. The opportunities to advance the child's learning by offering 

guided participation into the zone of proximal development, were often 

taken by adults and peers. 

Eating time 

The children could choose when they ate their morning tea. While 

eating, social interaction took place and the children discussed a variety of 

topics though they tended to focus on food or events around food. The 

children adopted roles which seemed to be modelled on what parents said in 

the home, where discussions about the kinds of food that went into the lunch 

boxes occurred. The children brought a variety of interesting foods for their 

play lunch and discussed their preferences. 

Kathy greeted me by telling me that for morning tea she had a bun, Mannite, an 
apple and cheese. I sat next to Lilly while she had morning tea. She was eating a 
pear. Dora and Louise joined us. Dora had a nectarine, apricot and grapes. She 
told me the one she liked most was the apricot. Lilly said her favourite was apricot 
too. (17 /3/96) 

On another occasion, 

Kathy tells me that she likes cakes, lollipops, biscuits and Cheezels. 
David said he likes chocolate. Tom has a fruit bar for morning tea. He told me he 
had been to the circus. Other children joined in the conversation. Then there were 
too many children at the table so !left to make space. (9/11195) 

Kathy was eating pita bread with peanut butter, her favourite so she 

declared, although on a later occasion she admitted to liking a variety of 

foods. Just as the teachers in the kindergarten talked over their morning tea, 

which led to other conversations, so the children developed their discussions 

to topics other than food. 

Simon was able to talk about healthy and unhealthy foods listing 

capsicums and various fruits as healthy. This knowledge he shared with the 
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other children, who made comments like "Yuk" and "Yum" as each food was 

mentioned. Chris commented that he had peanut butter toast for breakfast 

which stimulated children to comment on their favourite breakfasts. 

Talking about food was a major topic of conversation with the children 

another being play or play-time. Although there were no rules about when 

the children could eat morning tea there were rules about sitting at the table 

in the designated area. Each child cleared away his/her own rubbish and put 

his/her lunch box back on the shelves. The routines which developed in the 

kindergarten provided many opportunities for social interaction. When the 

weather was good the children could choose to picnic outside, which usually 

meant that they tended to eat in small groups. 

Krista, Charlotte and Bridget were sitting on the table under the umbrella eating 
morning tea. They waved. Then they went of to the climbing frame and began 
jumping off the top. (2/2/%) 

The flexibility of eating times allowed the children to eat when they chose. 

They could choose which children to sit with and when the weather was good 

where to picnic. This gave greater autonomy to the children in respecting 

that they know best when they were hungry. Choosing when to eat in the 

kindergarten contrasts with the school setting when eating times are ruled by 

the bell. 

The children in the kindergarten observed their teachers and mother 

helpers having morning tea together and noticed the interactions that took 

place which were similar to those which took place at home. Although the 

children were not encouraged to sit with the adults, children did join the 

teacher and parents on occasions especially if mother was the helper that day. 

Outside activities 

The children enjoyed the time they were outside even in the winter when 

they were limited in time and activities. In good weather they had a wide 

choice of activities. Many of the puzzles and books were taken outside, and 

also tapes to which the children could sing or dance. The sand pit was a great 

favourite with most children. The children were creative in their play and 
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learning took place at the same time, each child adding extra information to 

allow the play to develop. 

The children were allowed outside so Nigel and Chris took me by the hand and on 
our way out we met Jack who was handing out squares of cellophane as tickets for 
a barbecue. We stopped for a while looking through the cellophane then the 
children gave them to me as presents. I was led to the sandpit. Nigel dug a deep 
hole and said he could see the white dots against the liner at the bottom of the sand 
pit. Tom, Ella and other children were busy making a complex dam construction 
plus water. Chris set up a "barbecue" and provided me with pretend food. Lilly 
joined in and baked cakes. (2/2/96) 

The children perfected complex play activities which had many facets. The 

tree growing, dam construction, pretend food and barbecue were developed 

from their own experiences. Although the same group of children played in 

the sand pit over a period of days, play developed in an intricate way with 

each child contributing something different. 

The slides and swings were permanently set up, as was the tree house. 

Climbing and balancing activities gave the children opportunities for play, 

which could become competitive. 

Krista, Cindy and Bridget waved. Then they went off to the climbing frame and 
began jumping off the top. Then they decided to throw down their sunhats and try 
to jump on them. ( 4/2/96) 

The children enjoyed dressing up in the wide variety of clothes which 

were available, and helped develop role play. Some children used the 

clothes to act out imaginary situations while others simply dressed up. The 

fireman's outfit was popular and stimulated an activity in the tree house, 

which involved Geraldine pretending to be a kitten and needing to be rescued 

by Nigel who was the fireman. They used a ladder and incorporated other 

children in various roles. This could be seen as an example of children 

making meaning from experiences in books, or on television. 

Bridget dressed in the butterfly costume and gracefully "flew" around the 

grounds taking the opportunity to partake in an activity which was fantasy. 

It was enough for her that she enjoyed the experience, and questions were 

answered in a simple way. 
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Bridget dressed as a butterfly saw us coming. She asked if I knew why she was 

wearing red. "Cos I'm a red butterfly." (253/3/%) 

David and Brian dressed up frequently in grass skirts, or cloaks but their 

play didn't appear to relate to the costume. Although dressed in grass skirts 

David sat in a little cart and Brian pushed him around the grounds. This was 

an activity they enjoyed when wearing their normal clothes. Dressing up 

allowed the children to develop imaginative play linking life experiences, 

imaginary experiences, or simply the pleasure of being in clothes which 

allowed experimenting in different guises. There was no continuity when 

entering school in this popular activity as only in School Five was a dress-up 

area offered. 

Choice 

There were very few occasions in the kindergarten when the children were 

compelled to do things together. Only at the end of each session did the 

children sit on the mat while the teachers talked about a child who was 

leaving, or about events which were going to take place in the near future. 

When visitors, such as a policeperson, or a firefighter, came to the 

kindergarten the children were expected to sit and listen. As these visitors 

were in uniform and brought their vehicles with them the children were 

usually very excited and prepared to listen. The talks were kept quite short 

and children were chosen to try on a firefighter's hat, or blow a policeperson's 

whistle which kept the interest of all the children. 

A policeman came to visit. Tom tried on the police man's jacket and hat. Nigel 
also had a turn. Ray is very confident and speaks out clearly. "We're never 
naughty." (21111/95) 

During the session, activities such as music, singing or playing 

instruments, or gardening, or looking after the pets took place but children 

went to these activities by choice. 

Bridget dragged me off to the drawing table. She asked me to draw a kiwi. She 
asked for a number of animals then proceeded to colour them in. Simon joined us 
and said he could draw a kiwi. He did, then said it wasn't very good. He 
destroyed his then tried to add to my drawing. Bridget got cross with him so he 
stopped. Also at the drawing table were Kathy, Charles and two other children. 
A singing activity was taking place with one of the teachers, and I tried to persuade 
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the children to join in the singing, but they were all concentrating on their drawing. 
However, they were singing along with the songs at the same time (15/3/96). 

Although the children were encouraged to take part in the singing they 

were allowed the choice of drawing. While the other children were doing 

actions with the songs, these children demonstrated the ability to sing and 

draw at the same time, and joined in the singing while drawing. It was quite 

clear that these children, although only four, were capable of taking part in 

more than one activity at a time, which suggests that this flexibility could be 

utilised in school to make learning time a mixture of work and play. 

Favourite activities chosen by the children in the kindergarten 
As each child reached five during the second home visit, they were shown 

a collection of laminated pictures depicting the activities available in 

kindergarten. These pictures were used to help the children remember the 

range of activities. The children looked through the pictures and selected the 

activities they enjoyed. Some of the children ranked all the pictures so that 

not only their favourite activities were identified but the least enjoyable 

activities also. Although the activity seemed a simple one to me some of the 

children had difficulty identifying what was taking place in the picture. 

Adults' expectations that children know what the meaning of words and 

pictures are leads to misunderstandings. It is only by talking with children 

and listening to their perspective that intersubjectivity can occur. 

Tom looked at the pictures carefully. 

Tom: I don't know. That's. I don't know this one. 
Eileen: What do you think they're doing? 
Tom: Dancing, ..... painting, colouring, dancing, helping. 
Eileen: What's that one? 
Tom: Helping. (This was a picture of children having morning tea). 
Eileen: Helping? 
Tom: Morning tea. 
Eileen: OK. 
Tom: Sawding (sawing) Making things. 
Eileen: Yes- collages and all that sort of stuff. 
Tom: Urn. Play dough. Towing truck. Water. Sand pit. Gooey 
Eileen: Slimey stuff. 
Tom: Bars, books, painting. (8/2/96) 
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Tom selected the sand pit as his favourite activity. Walter had few problems 

identifying the pictures but after selecting the picture which depicted painting 

had to correct the choice. 

Eileen: Do you like music and singing? 
Walter: No, and I don't like this one either. I'll show you which one I liked. 
Eileen: OK. 
Walter: That one, not that one, not that one, and not that one (he shuffles through 
the pictures). I'll show you which one I like the best, that one, and ...... I like that 
one! 
Eileen: So it's got the tree that you really like climbing, it's not the art one you like, 
it's the tree you like climbing. Is that right? 
Walter: Yes. I like this one best. 
Eileen: Is there anything else that you like? 
Walter: I like ... Hey, is that me?(l5/9/%) 

Walter sees the picture of a boy painting and thinks it may be him, so we end 

up discussing the possibility. When allowed to talk children can reveal 

aspects of information which had not been anticipated. The children could 

not identify activities from the pictures which to me seemed very clear. 

When a picture was selected, and after listening to the child, it became 

apparent that it was a peripheral activity which had been chosen, not the 

main one. 

Bridget looked through the pictures, made few comments and had no 

trouble identifying the activities. She discarded the workshop activity as 

being "a boys' thing"! 

Eileen: Have you seen all of them yet? 
Bridget: No. Muddy, muddy, muddy, muddy, muddy. Stupid things, stupid 
things (Mutters to herself as she looks through the pictures and selects one). 
Eileen: Is that your favourite? So we'll put the water play as the 
very favourite one. 
Bridget: And that one because that one 'cause I like reading stories. 
Eileen: You like reading stories. That's music isn't it? Dancing and music? 
Bridget: This one I like doing 'cause I like playing the guitar 
Eileen: You don't play guitar at kindie though, do you? 
Bridget: But I like doing it, but I don't. I like playing in the sand pit, making 
sandcastles. What's this one? And urn dress ups, yeah I like dress ups. 
Eileen: I know you like dressing as a butterfly. 
Bridget: Yeah. That's doing puzzles. 
Eileen: You do like doing puzzles. And what about hammering and sawing and 
things 
Bridget: Made out of wood - that's a boys thing. I like playing on the bars. Of 
course I do. No, my favourite one of all is the sandpit one. 
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Bridget selected a pile of pictures she liked then chose her very favourite, then 
selected two from the remainder that she did not like. (17/5/96) 

It was interesting to see the different ways that the children co-operated in 

the activity. Ella looked at the pictures, had no problems identifying the 

activity, and agreed that each activity was offered in the kindergarten. She 

selected the picture of morning tea as the activity she disliked, her reason 

being that apples were shown in the picture, and she did not like apples. Ella 

when observed in the kindergarten, appeared to enjoy morning tea times , so 

it seems it was the apple she rejected rather than the activity. 

Ella: We do sand, we play in the sand, we play with dough. 
Eileen: Is that dough? 
Ella: We play with clay. We have music. We dress up. We play with puzzles. 
We have afternoon tea. 
Eileen: Is it afternoon tea? 
Ella: Yes. Morning tea. We read books. We make things .. urn with our wood. 
We go and play on the bars. We cut them things out at the art table. We play in the 
water. That's what we were doing this morning. 
Ella: We paint, we cook. 
Eileen: I think it's play dough cooking there. 
Ella: We play play dough cooking and we play with blocks. 
Eileen: What are the things you really like doing the best? 
Ella: I'm choosing all of them I like. 
Eileen: Is there anything you don't like doing? Ella selects the morning tea picture. 
Eileen: Eating morning tea? 
Ella: 'Cause I hate apples (27/2/96). 

Simon selected a large pile of dislikes and only selected the bars and sand pit 

as favourites. However, he was very interested in what other children had 

chosen and asked me frequently if Chris or Ray had chosen specific activities. 

Children seem able to influence each other even when they are not physically 

present. Simon was keen to have his choice agree with choices made by 

other boys in the kindergarten. Ray was not influenced by other children but 

found it difficult to choose, though eventually he selected the sand pit as his 

favourite activity. He only selected others after talking about the activities, 

and then decided that he liked all of them. 

Ray: Urn playing in the sand pit. 
Eileen: Sand pit, yeah, I think that would be really popular. Anything else? 
Ray: Urn, I can't think of anything else. 
Eileen: What about an indoor thing? 
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Ray: Urn I can't choose one of those either, it's too hard. I like all of them. 
Eileen: You like all of them. You don't like having morning tea? 
Ray: And I don't like that one either. 
Eileen: The collage one? 
Ray: Yeah. 
Eileen: You don't like that one, okay? All the others you like. 
Ray: I like that one, that one, that one, that one, that one, that one, that 
one, that one, that one, that one, that one, that one, that one, that one, 
that one, and that one. 
Eileen: So your very favourite's the sand pit, and your least favourite's the collage. 
Ray: Yes, it's cool fun. ( 115/96) 

These are some samples from the interviews about kindergarten activities 

which illustrate the difficulty of finding out information about what children 

think. Because the interviews were in the child's home and we had 

established a friendly relationship, the children were confident in working 

through the activity in a way best suited to them. Although I started the 

investigation about favourite activities in a logical (to me) way, the children's 

understanding was not always the same. It was more useful to allow them to 

complete the activity in their own way, listen to their comments, and hope 

that the end result would yield information about which activities were 

generally liked. 

The sand pit proved to be the most popular activity for the majority of the 

children, closely followed by water play and climbing bars. This verified my 

observations of the children in the kindergarten. If the children were allowed 

outside then the sand pit was constantly in use. In some schools there were 

sand pits but they tended to be neglected and in a little used area of the school 

grounds. None of the schools provided scope for water play though the 

children themselves probably devised opportunities in the toilet block. The 

outdoor climbing frames and play equipment were well provided for in all 

the schools but had to be shared with a large number of children of all ages. 

This tended to mean that most of the new entrants were given few 

opportunities to use the equipment. 
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Leaving Kindergarten 
Because the children turn five years when they begin school the 

excitement of birthdays and parties gets intertwined with the excitement of 

starting school. On the morning the child leaves kindergarten, which may be 

the actual birthday, each child makes a play dough birthday cake which s/he 

is allowed to decorate with innumerable stickers and five candles. The role 

of "birthday child" is important to the child and to the other children in the 

kindergarten. The children sit on the mat and the birthday child sits with the 

teachers on chairs at the front. The birthday child chooses a favourite song 

and the candles on the cake are lit and blown out. I talked with Charles on 

his last day in the kindergarten. He was very proud of his play dough 

birthday cake which he had decorated. 

Eileen: What have you put on it? 
Charles: Put on stickers, candles, stars, that wee faces. These kind of stars. 
Eileen: Oh they're silver stars. 
Charles: Yes, and I've got to stick in five candles. 
Eileen: Are you going to ask for numbers or are you going to ask for colours? 
Charles: Colours. I like saying the colours. 
Eileen: Can you tell me the colours? 
Charles: White, yellow, red, white, red. 
Eileen: Would you like to tell me what you got for your birthday? 
Charles: I got skittles, lunch box, back pack, and sponge bag, and, ... and those 
pop out eyes. 
Eileen: Those pop out eyes, yeah, I'd like to see those. 
Charles: They're really funny. I've got a birthday badge and it can come off. 
Eileen: What does it say on it though? 
Charles: It's great to be five. 
Eileen: Is it? 
Charles: Yep. 
Eileen: And what's happening on Monday? 
Charles: My birthday. No. It's my first day at school. (13/8/96) 

For Charles leaving the kindergarten and the birthday celebrations which 

included a party and helping to make a birthday cake, seemed to be of greater 

importance than the idea of going to school. Charles had experience of 

school from visits to pick up his brother, and a mother who was involved in 

school activities, so he probably had a clear idea of what would be happening 

in school, because his older brother was already established there. It may also 

be relevant to note that he had a somewhat impassive approach, which may 
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also have contributed to his apparent lack of excitement at the prospect of 

school. 

II School roles and activities 
My first visit to the schools in the study emphasised the contrast between 

the school and the kindergarten environment. 

I called in to see the teacher, as she had suggested that I visit the class room before 
my children enter. She was busy with a small group of children who were having 
their reading lesson on the mat. Other children were doing various activities e.g. 
colouring a fish. I sat at a table and recognised several children from the 
kindergarten. I talked to James who was colouring in a worm. Kora showed me 
her fish. I then noticed thatJenny was one of the children who had just had her 
lesson. I joined her. I also met Ben who had started school that week. The 
children were very quiet. I talked to Jenny about Chris as she was a special friend 
at kindie. I met the teacher who sometimes takes the class in the afternoon. There 
were also two teacher trainees in the class. My impression of the class was it was 
very solemn and quiet. (S.l: 1412/%) 

Moving from the school to the kindergarten emphasised the activities 

which the children must forgo once they left the kindergarten. From seeing 

children in the kindergarten with smiling faces interacting in a variety of 

activities, I was now confronted with solemn faces in the hushed atmosphere 

of the classroom, with all the children sitting at tables concentrating on a 

writing activity. It was difficult to find any continuities between the 

microsystems, because even though the children in the two microsystems 

were allowed to draw, the range of materials was usually limited in the 

classroom to coloured wax crayons or to felt pencils, which the children had 

to provide themselves. This in itself meant children from financially poorer 

backgrounds were unable to provide the up-to-date equipment which is 

promoted in advertising. In the kindergarten everything was provided and a 

wide range of materials offered, whereas in school many materials were 

provided by the child, for example pencils, pens, erasers, writing books. Only 

one of the five schools offered access to painting materials available for the 

children to use when they wanted to paint. 

I attended the first morning of school for each of the participants in order 

to observe them at this time of transition. I tried to keep in the background 

as mother was usually there and many mothers expressed feeling sadness on 
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the first day. Most of the children understood why they went to school and 

the teacher's role in teaching them, which contrasts with the child who 

thought she would "get a brain" at school. 

Eileen: Have you thought about why you go to school? 
Charles: To get bigger 
Eileen: To get bigger? 
Charles: To learn to read and write 
Eileen: Who teaches you then? 
Charles: The teacher. The teacher does. ( 12/8/96) 

Getting bigger is seen as a marker of status (James, 1993a) and going to 

school was closely linked with a change in status. From "kindie kid" Tom's 

description of himself, was to school kid. The child regards going to school as 

essential to getting bigger. Getting bigger, and going to school is inexorably 

linked with reading and writing. The necessity of a teacher completes the 

picture, although one child thought that her friend would teach her to read. 

Another child thought that he could read and do maths already. In a study 

by Sherman (1997) five year olds in England viewed school as essential for the 

preparation for their future. This view was not apparent with the children 

in this study though the compulsory nature of school was understood. 

Mayall (1996) also found from her research that the education system saw the 

future, as more important than the present. From the children's point of 

view "childhood is being lived now, in bodily and mental terms, but their 

experience is that their present wishes must give way to school agendas based 

on concern for the future" (p.l19). 

The five schools offered some variety in the programmes, but as it was 

necessary to cover the curriculum, the core subjects were covered on a daily 

basis. Little time was allowed for play or choice, and sitting on the mat was 

mentioned as an activity most disliked by the children in this study. 

Mat time included most teaching activities; joint reading, story telling, 

sharing news, number activities, spelling activities. 

In School Two the children spent quite some time giving and listening to 

news. The teacher frequently worked at something else in the classroom 

while the children ran the session themselves. The children were allowed 
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some autonomy but they did not appear to have the skills, nor the confidence 

to complete the news items adequately. 

News time: Geraldine is sitting perfectly. Ella was "on duty" calling out names. 
Simon and Nigel were sitting beside each other. Nigel was quiet and attentive. 
Krista was quite confident handling the news objects. Geraldine doesn't ask 
questions but sits perfectly and listens. She then gives news but is rather rushed. 
Krista tells her news about her tooth. She had it with her all wrapped up in a 
tissue. (S.2: 14/10/96) 

The children seemed accepting of the routine of sitting on the mat and 

giving news. The children chose what they wanted to talk about, though 

they usually had very little to say. An item which was a favourite in the 

home was frequently shown, but when the children stood in front of the 

class they failed to communicate successfully. When Simon showed his 

book he gave no information about it, or why he had chosen to bring it. He 

turned the pages and showed the sitting children the pictures which had been 

marked. 

In class, after morning tea, Simon sat on the mat. Ella was "on duty". Simon 
stretched his legs out and leaned back. He had a turn at giving news. He had 
brought a fact book. He showed the page with sharks. There was some interest 
from the children. Simon was very careful at the end of his news to put back the 
tissue paper marker in the book. He returned to his place after putting his book back 
under the easel. Simon's attention was good during Newstime. (S.2: 26/4/96) 

On a visit to School One, a teacher trainee allowed the children to give 

items of news, but the news items were more spontaneous. The items also 

provided some continuity from the home to the school because the children 

usually talked about events that had happened to them in the home, or 

neighbourhood. 

The children were allowed to share some news. Ray offered some information 
about his cat. "My cat caught a bird. He has caught fourteen birds" 
There was talk about the new slide at Macdonalds. Lilly said that she, Louise and 
Dora had hurt themselves on that slide at her birthday. The children sang the song 
about Alice the Camel. Lilly and Dora had no trouble with the song but Brian did. 
Morning tea. (S.1: 15/7/96) 

Instead of the whole class sitting and listening to items of news School 

Four had news groups. This provided more continuity with the 

kindergarten experience where children sat together and talked about what 

interested them. There was still an artificiality in the groups because the 
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teacher directed the children into groups which did not always take account of 

common interests among the children. 

The children went into "news buzz groups". The children tell their news in a small 
groups then decide which piece of news will be shared with the class. Kathy sits 
in a group but doesn't share anything. She plays with her fingers. (S.4: 26/8/96) 

Kathy was unable to talk with the group of children with whom she had 

been placed, though on visits later in the year Kathy did take an active part in 

sharing news. 

The children were sitting on the mat in groups of four. I sat down and asked what 
they were doing. A girl explained that they had to share their news with each other. 
Kathy said, "Can I go first?" Then she said, "My mum's bringing the baby home 
today." Her little face was alive with delight. I asked what sex the baby was. "A 
girl and she is going to be called Emma", said Kathy. "I've seen her" she added. 
Kathy appeared very excited. Her eyes were shining and she had a big smile on her 
face. The teacher then gathered the children on the mat and Kathy was allowed to 
tell her news to the whole class. (S.4: 11110/96) 

When Kathy had something she considered really exciting she was bursting 

with an opportunity to share the news. The events in her home were very 

important to her and she wanted to share this event with her classmates and 

her teacher, indicating the importance of the mesosystem link of home and 

school. 

All of the schools began the session with the children gathered on the mat 

and listening to the teacher. They were allowed to answer questions after 

raising their hands, but not encouraged to initiate discussion. They were not 

encouraged to talk among themselves. This part of the school session 

focussed on listening skills and for many of the new entrants, listening for 

anything more than five minutes proved difficult and their gaze drifted from 

the teacher to other parts of the classroom. The length of this session varied 

from fifteen minutes to fifty minutes. This could be followed by an activity, 

for example, getting into number groups, writing stories or, weather 

permitting, having some physical activity outside. 

The children move around the classroom getting into number groups. Ray does 
well skipping and getting into groups. He sits back on the mat and stretches out. 
Later he is told by the teacher to fold his knees. Ray watches other things in the 
classroom. The children have to choose partners. Ray chose Ricky. The children 
sing a song with actions. The children go outside for PE. Tom can't gallop, 
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whereas Chris is very confident and well co-ordinated. They play a Cat and Mouse 
game. The children return to the classroom. (5/5/96) 

On the first day Ray is learning what to do by close observation of what the 

other children are doing. He is keen to attempt all the activities. 

The teacher reads a story. The children sit still on the mat and are interested in the 
story. Then Ray seems to lose interest or concentration. He stretches out and 
turns to smile at me. He examines his track pants. He folds his legs again and 
plays with the stickers on his pants. Ray calls out and is told by the teacher that 
"We don't call out." Ray complains about another boy. He was told to move to 
the front of the mat. This he does then looks at the wall display and pays no 
attention to what is going on. (6/5/96) 

Making the classes more interactive was successful in School Five. The 

children played games, talked and laughed. On Bridget's first morning the 

relaxed atmosphere in the classroom and the attention which the teacher 

gave her in starting her writing, were very supportive of a smooth transition 

Bridget gets a book and is given a pencil. She walks to a table with two girls and 
two boys, who all chatter away. Bridget sits pencil in hand, book open. The 
teacher comes to the table and starts with Bridget and writes a sentence for her. 
Bridget looks around at what's going on at the next table, then she copies the letters 
and gets praise from the teacher. Bridget watches what other children do. Children 
at the table are "off task". Bridget doesn't talk but listens. There is a discussion 
on the number of boys and girls at the table. Bridget joins in the discussion. 
"There are three girls and two boys." "No there are four girls. One is wearing 
girl's clothes." (He refers to a top which looks more feminine.) One of the boys 
says, "I wear dresses," which causes hoots of laughter. (S.5: 20/5/96) 

Bridget has understood that she must follow her teacher's instructions and 

has learned the class rules which acknowledge a time when she has to be 

quiet and complete her work. She is confident in communicating with the 

teacher and has enough assurance to correct the teacher. The teacher accepts 

the correction which perhaps indicates her respect for the children. 

I visited at 1.10 pm. Bridget was sitting quietly fiddling with her ear-ring. She 
was listening to a story told by the teacher. Bridget looks at me but doesn't 
acknowledge me. She listens to the teacher's instructions and immediately obeys. 
She has a tum at Bingo and recognises all the colours and shapes. Bridget helps 
pick up all the shapes. Then the children have a lesson on time. Brittany says she 
gets up at 8 am. She listens carefully and keeps her whole index finger inside her 
mouth. She adds that she goes to bed at 7 pm. In an activity Bridget is fast with the 
hour times and the half past times. Again she is helpful in collecting up the clocks. 
The children had to practise writing "q" and Bridget concentrated on the task 
immediately. She achieved good results and when she had finished she sat with her 
arms folded though talking with her neighbours. (S.5: 13/6/96) 
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In School Four the children did not sit on the mat for long periods of time. 

In the first session the teacher told a story, had a singing activity then 

completed a written maths activity. Although all the activities were teacher 

directed, there was a good variety and the children were working at their own 

pace in the maths. David and the teacher had developed good rapport. In 

her comments to me the teacher showed pleasure in David's sense of 

humour. David wanted to be as close to the teacher as possible when she was 

instructing the children. The relationship between the teacher and David in 

school provided continuity for him, as the relationship was similar to those 

he had with kindergarten teachers. 

The teacher was telling a story and David was sitting right at the front as close to the 
teacher as he possibly could. Then the children had to form threes. David tried to 
join a group but was ignored. He persevered and was accepted. He holds hands 
with the two other boys and yawns. They sing Pop goes the Weasel. The 
children seem to enjoy the song and activity. At its end David rushes to the front 
of the mat again as close as possible to the teacher. They then play a number 
game. David has his hand up and is chosen. He clapped his number very 
confidently. He looked bewildered when children called out and he couldn't 
choose. David gets his instructions and says, "Hi Eileen." He told me to sit next 
to him which I did. He did a number exercise then went to the peg board. He 
was quite familiar with the routine. (S.3: 9/9/96) 

Programmes did sometimes vary from school to school, but usually all he 

children did the same activity at the same time. There were few signs of 

individual programmes, though groups were formed for reading. 

The children were singing the action song, "On a cold and frosty morning". Lilly 
smiled at me and seemed to be enjoying the activity. Tom did not seem to 
understand what he was supposed to be doing. Back to the mat, Lilly and Dora, 
newcomers, kneel whereas Ray and Tom sit cross-legged. Tom puts up his hand 
but another child called out and got to answer. Tom looked a bit puzzled as 
putting up his hand was usually a prerequisite for being allowed to answer 
questions. Ray had his head in his hands and wasn't taking part. Lilly listens 
carefully and puts her hand up frequently. Dora sits very still but Lilly is a bit 
fidgety. (S.l: 27/6/96) 

There is a contrast between the behaviour of the newcomers to the class 

and those children who have been in school for several months. The 

newcomers kneel as opposed to sitting as is expected. The rules of the 

classroom seem still to confuse some children and there is an uncertainty 

about if they are doing the right thing. This contrasts with the kindergarten 
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where the children make their own choices. The children sit at tables in 

groups which the teacher had selected, unlike the kindergarten where the 

children choose where and with whom they sit. The seating arrangements 

can change on a daily basis in the kindergarten, whereas in the school 

classroom, changes only take place when the teacher allows. 

There seemed to be frequent confusion among the children in school about 

what was to be done. I listened to the instructions and interpreted them, I 

assume, as the teacher wanted them. The children were frequently unclear 

about what they had to do. This may be a language problem as Berwick

Emms discovered (1989). She suggested that the language which the children 

use at home is different to the language used in school. This disparity would 

probably be greatest where the home background was of a different socio

economic group or different ethnic group. This was not the case with this 

sample of children but use of language and different vocabulary could be a 

considerable factor in understanding between home and school. Nelson 

(1996) also stressed the important role that language takes when children 

develop memory, process narratives, form concepts and categories, and also 

in understanding other people's intentions. 

The children were then instructed to write their story about the night (which was 
what the story had been about). After break I joined Tom and Ray doing letters. 
Tom was definite about what had to be done and when I suggested an alternative he 
said, "No that wasn't the way." He knew the way to do it. (S.l: 27/6/96) 

Ella and Simon were told to get their book bags. Ella showed me her writing book 
and was pleased with the stickers. Simon also began to show me his book. The 
teacher was waiting so I sat back. All the children had been sitting on the mat 
waiting to be seen individually. (Simon had been sitting doing nothing for 20 
minutes.) Ella seemed a bit subdued while reading her words but she interacted 
well with the teacher. She went to choose an activity. Simon was eventually seen 
but didn't appear to know the words. He read twice but was told to practise them. 
(S.2: 26/4/96) 

Frequently the children began an activity and were interrupted by the bell. 

They go for morning tea, play, then come back and have to settle to a task 

which had started twenty minutes earlier. This provides a discontinuity 

from the kindergarten where the only activity the children must attend is the 

last five minutes of sitting together before the session closes. 



181 

Writing story time. The teacher hands out the writing books and comments on 
Lilly's work and Dora's positively. Ray continues to sit cross-legged-no 
comments. Tom gets his book but is slow to move. I sat with Brian and Ray. 
They appeared to have no idea what they were supposed to do. They had to write 
a story. "Mrs B ... told us we have to write letters." Brian complains of being 
tired. He went to bed late. Ray completes a sentence with my help. Brian said 
that he didn't like going outside as the sun got in his eyes and he needed some 
sunglasses. Lilly and Dora said from across the room, "Come to this table Eileen". 
I did so and they showed me their books. The bell went and Lilly said, "Eileen 
will you play with us?" I said that I would and sent them to get their morning tea. 
(S.l: 2517/%) 

My presence was helpful in that the children knew me from the home and 

kindergarten microsystems. Sometimes when I visited, the children were 

involved in an activity in the hall usually with other classes. When this 

activity coincided with the first day, the child was somewhat bewildered by 

the number of children, and by the instructions which they were expected to 

assimilate and followed. 

The children were doing aerobics in the hall. Dora took the whole activity very 
seriously. 
Lilly, Ray, Dora and Tom were all watching and trying. Tom was a bit behind 
everyone. Chris was good. Ray yawned. Dora was having trouble getting a 
partner and tried three children. (S.l: 1517/%) 

Watching the children attempt to do line dancing was interesting as, for 

most, it was a completely new activity. One child Jenny was familiar with the 

steps because her mother did line dancing and her mother joined in, which 

was good for Jenny in that she had a continuity from home, and it was 

helpful for the other children to have a model, for their dancing movements. 

I arrived when the children were having line dancing in the hall. Charles seemed 
quite confident, but Tom was finding it difficult co-ordinating the steps. When the 
session ended the children lined up in class lines. (S.l: 20/8196) 

In school, the children had to rely on one adult which was a contrast to 

their days in kindergarten. When a teacher trainee took over the class the 

children had to adjust to another stranger. The enthusiasm with which I was 

greeted was perhaps caused by me being a familiar figure from home and 

kindergarten. Dora in particular said little but clasped my hand or sat close by 

me. The new children in school had to learn new procedures and rules, as 
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well as being exposed to reading and writing activities. When teacher 

trainees were in the room there were more adjustments to make. 

This class had a sole charge teacher trainee. Lilly and Dora greeted me with great 
enthusiasm. Dora clung onto my hand very tightly. Charles walked with Tom 
who seemed more cheerful. Ray told me he was good at line dancing. (S.l: 
20/8196) 

On the days the children were taking part in some physical activity, there 

seemed to be a lighter atmosphere. This could be explained because physical 

outside activities were always the most popular in the kindergarten, and 

provided some similarity between settings. 

Arrived at 9.20 am in the middle of Mousercise. Chris' class was included. All 

the children gave me big grins, except Tom. Lilly and Dora shouted, "Here's 

Eileen again." Chris did the exercises really well, good rhythm and co-ordination. 

At the change of activity, Lilly and Dora came rushing over to me and started to 

tickle me under my chin! (5.1:30/9/96) 

The children in the kindergarten were constantly able to move around the 

room even on wet days, and on fine days the opportunity to go outdoors if 

they wished was always available. In school the opportunity to move around 

the class room was only available if the teacher directed them, and physical 

activities had to take place in a constricted environment of aerobics, line 

dancing or Mousercise. Physical activities were confined to break times 

which, as all the children said, was their favourite time at school. 

At morning break Charles sat next to me and Lilly and Dora on the other side. After 
eating we all walked over to the adventure playground. Charles met up with his 
older brother and went on the slide. Charles was very confident and even when he 
went up the slide the wrong way and met a bigger kid coming down, he simply 
went around him but didn't back off. Ray and Brian were also playing in the same 
area and were happy to show me all the things they could do. They both appeared 
very confident. Walter was playing hide and seek with his girl cousin and her 
friends (S.1:30/9/96). 

It was difficult for the children when they were moved into different 

groups by the teacher. For some children the establishment of friends within 

a group was important, as they helped each other with school tasks. 
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When we reached the class room the children sat on the mat and the teacher told the 
children that there was a change of seating places. Brian asked if they would be in 
those places for always. Charles was not attending and was gazing out of the 
window. He put up his hand and said it was his birthday at the weekend. Some 
children called out that they had been to his birthday party. (S.l: 20/8/%) 

Rewarding the children for behaviour that could be described as compliant 

supports the findings that teachers like children to behave, to sit quietly in 

their seat, to complete work without teacher involvement, and to respond 

obediently to teacher directives rather than initiating interactions with peers. 

It is predicted that if the teacher considers the child to be socially mature and 

academically competent, then success in the first year is most likely. This 

teacher found a method that she thought would bring about these desirable 

behaviours. 

The teacher trainee also told the children that she had made some badges with titles 
on. Bottom Sitter, Bottom Monitor, Best Worker, Quietest Child. (S.l: 20/8/96) 

When observing children in a school situation it is easy to understand 

their comments about their likes and dislikes about school. Sitting on the 

mat for most children became a time when they became bored, which did not 

reflect their desire to learn, nor their interest in the topic. The children were 

very attentive at the beginning of the mat session but keeping up the 

concentration proved too difficult for many of them. 

9.40 am Tom had "switched off' and whispers to Charles. Charles is very much 
part of the group. He doesn't appear to be listening but puts up his hand. He 
fiddles with things in a nearby cupboard, looks behind him, looks at Tom. Ray, 
Brian, Lilly and Dora sit very still. 
Charles offers some information and tries to look at the book but it is difficult to 
see as the book and printing is small for a large group of children to see. Charles 
stretches out his legs and bangs his feet on the ground. (S.l: 20/8/%) 

Art was a daily activity for the children in the kindergarten, but there were 

few occasions when I observed art activities taking place in schools. In 

School Two art was taken by a specialist teacher for half a morning session 

and with a small group of children. 

The children were put into small groups and went off to various activities. Nigel 
went with the PE group and they were preparing for skipping (Jump rope for Heart 
was to take place the following day). Geraldine was with the art group so I joined 
them. They were sitting around for some time waiting for the art teacher to arrive. 
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A teacher trainee was also with this group of eight children. The children do their 
art in a small room. The teacher gives instructions and Geraldine listens carefully 
and swings her leg. She chooses black paper. The art was to make designs with 
tubes of coloured glue. Geraldine is very precise and is not assertive. She tends 
to wait for a turn at paints but doesn't ask or reach for the glue. Her art work 
includes realistic fish shapes. She uses different colours but uses the glue as glue 
i.e. simply a means of sticking shapes on. (S.2:2/12/96) 

I visited School One when an art activity was taking place but this was the 

only occasion it took place when I was present. The art was restricted in 

media, colour and topic. My entrance caused two of the children to behave 

unacceptably, which brought a reprimand from the teacher. 

Walter was painting with coloured dye. He rushed over to me and flung his arms 
around my knees. Then Damion flung his arms around me and was reprimanded 
by the teacher. (S.l: 21/ll/96) 

For David his first experience of school was during an art week. The 

whole school was mixed by ages into groups and took part in a range of art 

activities. His teacher kept him with her for the sessions. For David then 

his first day was completely different from kindergarten. He was in a large 

class of children aged up to eleven years, and he had to paint for a whole 

morning. This occurrence showed no continuity of experience. 

Back in the classroom she explains to the mixed age group what has to be done. 
David wants me to sit beside him but I felt that it would be better for him to do as 
the other children were doing. I sat nearby and he kept checking I was there. He 
sits at a table with three Std 4 girls, whom the teacher described as sensible. The 
teacher asks the girls to look after him as it's his first day. He interacts well and 
smiles with the girls. David starts painting with concentration. He looks puzzled 
then says to the girls, "I've done a whoops-a-daisy here." They say nothing. He 
continued to work at his painting but consulted the girls. He completes the page. 
He has paint all over his hands and on his new outfit! He smiled across at me but is 
not sure what to do. He went to the teacher who took him back to his place and 
said something which I couldn't hear. One of the girls removed the wet painting for 
him. David came over to me as he didn't know what to do. A difficult situation for 
a first day though fun for the older children. I advised David to get the paper, paint 
and crayons. His newspaper was paint splattered. I got rid of the newspaper and 
asked him to get some clean newpaper, which he did. I retumed to my seat. (S.3: 
20/8196) 

On my visits to the schools, musical activities seemed limited to singing in 

assemblies. I never observed any instrument playing, or any listening to 

music, and neither was music talked about by the children except for 

assembly singing. Because School One was preparing for a major concert 
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there were many occasions when the junior school joined together to practise 

the songs. As a large number of children were sitting in a confined area and 

the temperature in the room was high, for many children it was not an 

enjoyable occasion. There was, however, excitement about taking part in a 

concert as it was a new experience for most of the new entrants. No one 

knew exactly what being in a concert meant, and the children showed a 

willingness to comply with the instructions to sing in various ways. 

Then the teacher got attention with three claps and the other classes all came in to 
join in for singing. This was happening on a regular basis because of a 
forthcoming concert. 
Ray came over and asked me to undo his laces and refasten them. I asked him if 
he was enjoying the songs for the concert. He said, "I'm going to be in it." 
Walter sat at the front watching, then he moved over to where I was and closed my 
book with the pen in it. Charles was sitting with his fingers in his mouth. Lilly 
sings and looks across at me to check I am watching. Brian sings what he can but 
seems to have difficulty with the words. Tom and Chris who are now in Ms 
..... 's class saw me and waved. Tom looks really hot and has a red face as does 
Chris. Dora is sitting next to Lilly but looks around, no sign of singing. Charles 
joins in the chorus which he knows. Then there is singing in parts and Walter 
looks completely confused. (7/10/%) 

Three of the children in the study were moved into a new class and the 

teacher explained to me that they were selected because they showed more 

independence. However, the policy of the school was to keep the youngest 

class small which meant that when new children came into school someone 

had to move to the next class. I was unable to ascertain the exact criteria for 

selecting children to be moved. Some of the children seemed to lose 

confidence in what they had been able to do in the kindergarten. Brian 

needed approval from me for his attempts at drawing a caterpillar, whereas 

in the kindergarten he would have showed me his completed drawing. Ray 

continued his helpful behaviour which he had displayed in the kindergarten, 

but in school it was a way of being praised. 

After break I went into Room 2. Brian had been finishing his story which he had 
started before break. He asked me if I knew how to draw a caterpillar. I said that 
the one he had drawn was great. He read his sentence to me. The children were 
told to sit on the mat. Brian sat at the back gazing about. He answered a question 
which was completely off the point. Tom was at the front reading along. Ray 
tells me he had been collecting rubbish bins. I commented that I had seen him 
being helpful at break. Ray chooses a new word book. Brian wriggles and 
watches what is going on in Room 2A through a gap in the door. Tom has 
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stopped concentrating on the reading, however, Ray still concentrates. Brian has 
not joined in at all. (S.1: 11/11/96) 

There were certainly more problems with misbehaviour in the second 

class. The children surreptitiously smiled at, talked with, and teased each 

other, a contrast to the kindergarten where interacting with other children 

was seen as typical. 

Richard starts a play action. He wants Brian to play with him but Brian doesn't 
want to. I told him that I had seen David (his friend from kindie). He smiled but 
didn't follow up with any comments or questions. Brian, Tom, Ray and Richard 
start grabbing each other. The teacher didn't seem to notice and ignored the furore. 
(S.1: 11111/96) 

In School Two the children remained in the same class but by the time a 

child had entered school in the fourth term the class numbers had reached 

the thirties. This presented a difficult situation for the child and the teacher. 

For the child to be confined to a relatively small area with thirty other 

children and one teacher, did not provide any continuity. The activities and 

relationships for these children were especially difficult. 

Going to the library every week was an activity which the children enjoyed 

as they had some freedom to browse, look at the books, and also had an 

opportunity to talk. Being able to choose books and talk with each other 

provided some similarity to choosing books in the kindergarten. 

Library: Ray chose a book and asked me to read it to him. He told me he had 
three kittens at home. His cat had had them on Saturday. Two were black and 
one was grey. He told me that the cat had nearly died because it had a thing around 
its neck. His mum had taken it off. The kittens drank milk from their mother. 
The book was about a kitten. Brian was there and also listened. I read more 
stories, then the children were summoned to the mat and the teacher read. Brian 
queued to get his book out but came back and said he wasn't allowed because he 
already had a book at home. (S.l: 11111/96) 

On what proved to be my last visit to the class in School One the children 

were into the routine of activities usually taking place in the classroom. 

Brian found it difficult sitting on the mat for any length of time. This may 

have been because he was an overweight little boy and it was physically 

uncomfortable. 

Brian looks out of the door and sees Jenny arriving late. Brian continues to show 
concern that he hasn't got his rubber back. He attends to this and is totally 
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unaware of what is going on in class lesson. The boy teases Brian. Brian 
wriggles and jiggles then lies on his tummy. Lilly also lies on her tummy. Brian 
is again distracted by Harry. They give each other good natured grins. 
Shared reading from a big book begins. Ray, Lilly and Tom all attend. Brian 
takes no notice. Eventually the teacher notices what is going on and moves Harry. 
Brian looks at the book. He joins in reading a few lines, then at the end smiles at 
James. Ray reads really well. Brian takes no notice of what is going on in the 
lesson. The teacher comments on his inattention. Lilly is up with the play all of the 
time. She watches, listens, answers and is very aware of what is going on. Ray 
listens but seems to "dream" sometimes. Brian wriggles about but does begin to 
take part by putting up his hand. He listens mostly but does tend to giggle and 
tickle his neighbour. The children were sent to write their stories. (S.l: 2/12/96) 

Brian, Ray, Tom and Lilly have now been in school for over six months. 

They have become used to the school routine and have developed a pattern 

of behaving . The choice and independence they experienced in kindergarten 

is probably no longer remembered, and they are involved in the present 

which is being in school. They expect the teacher to direct their activities and 

monitor their behaviour. They know what kind of behaviour is expected but 

still seem to "daydream" or "switch off" when what is taking place in the 

classroom fails to hold their attention. 

At School One the children were practising for Sports Day. Charles who 

had run across the field to go to the toilet, raced back looking very hot and out 

of breath and was immediately put into the next race. 

The children were out on the field running races. I talked to some of the children. 
Walter was in trouble with the teacher because he was among the girls in a race 
instead of with the boys. Charles ran across the field. He had been to the toilet, 
and was immediately put into a race, which he won. He and Tom were in the 
finals. The children had little idea what they were supposed to do. Most stopped 
when they got to the end tape instead of running through. A teacher ran up and 
told the other teachers to tell the children to run on through the tape. There are so 
many things which we expect children to know. (S.l: 4/12/96) 

The children were segregated by sex and age, and reprimanded if they 

became confused over instructions. They were instructed to sit down on the 

grass until the race they were taking part in was on. No information was 

given to them about warming up or stretching before they ran. There was 

confusion as to where they should stand, when to run and how to finish. 

The children were directed what to do, and when, by the teachers, with 

virtually no opportunity for children to ask questions if needing clarification. 
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This contrasts with the kindergarten where teachers listened to what children 

had to say and explanations were given if children had difficulty 

understanding. It provides a further example of a discontinuity occurring 

during the transition. 

Eating time in school 
In school eating time was strictly monitored by the bell. Most of the 

schools had morning tea at 10.15 am and lunch time was usually around 

noon. The children brought their lunches to school and they were placed 

either in outside lockers or on shelves in the classroom. At morning tea the 

children were usually reminded by the teacher to eat only one item from 

their lunch boxes. In the kindergarten the children had only morning tea 

which they could eat at any time. They went home for lunch so the day was 

relatively short for them. In school staying for lunch was difficult for many 

of the children at first because the day was much longer. In School Two the 

children sat outside the classroom, weather permitting, and were supervised 

at lunchtime by duty teachers. This caused some problem for Nigel. 

Nigel: I hate lunchtime. 
Eileen: Why's that? 
Nigel: Because I hate having to put my hand up. 
Eileen: What do you mean? 
Nigel: When you're finished at lunchtime, Urn, you have to put your hand up so 
you can go. 
Eileen: Oh, you don't like that? 
Nigel: Sometimes when the teacher doesn't see you get some pain putting your 
hand up. 
Eileen: And you have to sit there for ages? 
Nigel: Y eh. Sometimes I go without the teacher saying so. (S.2: 24/2/97) 

Organisation which to adults seems reasonable, presented difficulties for 

children. Listening to the children, and trying to see the child's point of 

view would perhaps make adults consider an amendment to the rules. 

Mayall (1996) found the children resented the control teachers had even over 

what they drank, not allowing access to drinking water until lunch was 

finished. Although the children in this study brought their own drink 

bottles, the same control over eating the contents of their lunch boxes was 

common. 
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The adventure playgrounds, which were available in all of the schools, 

were very popular during the lunchtime break. These offered the children 

the activity which was named as favourite by most of the children. For 

many children the lunch break was an occasion when they could play and 

have fun, and they could chose for themselves what they wanted to do. 

Although control by duty teachers was still evident, there were areas of the 

playground where children could play away from the critical eye of an adult. 

It is a time when social contact with children from other classes is possible. 

However, for a new entrant, the number of children, most of whom were 

bigger, was daunting 

I talked to Lilly and Dora while they ate their morning tea. Lilly showed me a short 
cut. They held my hand. Lilly was very possessive of me. She said she wanted 
to show me something. Lilly said that school was fun. Dora said that it was 
good. I played "Hide and Seek" with them until the bell went. Everyone rushed 
into the school building. Dora stood there looking quite lost. "Where's everyone 
gone?" she said. I explained that the bell had gone. I asked her if she would like 
me to walk with her to her classroom. She nodded so I did. (S.1: 25/7/%) 

Dora wanted to fit into the school routine, and she took Lilly's lead in the 

activities. She still had not learned the meaning of the bell and became 

distressed when everyone disappeared including her play-mate Lilly. As I 

was available and guided her back to her classroom it became clear that young 

children had to learn a host of rules before they could feel comfortable in the 

school environment. 

Simon came over to me. I asked him what he liked about school. He said, "The 
playground". He then went on to tell me they had two eating times at school. (S.2: 
15/4/%) 

Eating and playing became the focus for most of the children as it was a time 

when they could choose what they wanted to do, something that was 

common in the kindergarten but not so common in the school. 

Choice 
From my observations in the classrooms there were few opportunities 

when the children could choose what they wanted to do. They were allowed 

to choose activities from a certain group, if they had completed assigned tasks. 
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Words like "have to" or "allowed" crept into the children's vocabulary 

showing that they were aware of the loss of choice. 

When you're allowed to play in the classroom. 

'Cause you have to sit there. 

I left it at school, I'm allowed to. And, I'm not allowed home my book bag. 

Ella: An' you have to sit like this in school (crosses her legs). 
Eileen: Why is that do you think? 
Ella: 'Cause you just have to. 

Restraints on the child's activities are not explained to the children, nor are 

reasons given to them of the benefits of sitting cross legged on a mat with a 

straight back. Children are expected to unquestioningly submit to the 

teacher's and school's authority. For five year olds, obedience is expected and 

on no occasion did I observe a child challenge a direction from the teacher. 

When choice was allowed, some of the children found it difficult to 

ascertain which activities they could choose from. Even when choice was 

offered, it was limited to the baskets on the bottom row, or from the boxes in 

the cupboard. For Simon choosing from the activities offered became a 

problem because the choice was restricted. 

"Choosing time." Simon wandered around aimlessly. He didn't seem too sure of 
what he should be doing. I suggested that he choose something and that I could 
play with him. He chose a container of dinosaurs and a container of soldiers. He 
said he wanted the coloured foam blocks as well but someone had them. I 
suggested he ask if he could share them, but he wouldn't. I asked him if he would 
like me to ask. He nodded so I asked the girl who had them. Simon and I played. 
Then Simon joined his dinosaurs and soldiers with the girl's palace that she had 
made. Krista was playing with Anne with blocks and animals. Ella was playing 
with blocks and cars.(S.2: 15/4/96) 

Being given a choice, which would be an example of a continuity between 

kindergarten and school, was not helpful to Simon, as he did not know what 

to choose. The unfamiliar setting of the classroom perhaps confused him. 

Nigel also had difficulties choosing yet in the kindergarten I never observed 

him not being able to choose what to do. He was always very busy and 

involved. 
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The teacher instructed another boy to show him what he could play with. Nigel 
chose a box of plastic blocks and plonked the box at my feet. We began playing 
then were joined by Broody who brought another box and joined us. Nigel 
seemed contented enough. We built cranes. Then he went off and got two cars. 
"One for you Eileen". We played till the end of the session. (S.2: 15/8/96) 

As I knew the children well I was able to support them in the classroom. 

Geraldine had been in school for a week, yet appeared very unsure about 

making a decision for herself. She was keen to "be good' and work hard but 

the spontaneity which she had shown in kindergarten disappeared in the 

school setting. 

The bell rang and we ran back to the classroom. Krista and Geraldine were 
hanging on to my hands. Geraldine stayed with me and I asked what she was 
supposed to do. She looked confused. I asked if she wanted me to sit on the mat. 
She said she wanted me to sit next to her. Krista came and joined us and sat next to 
Geraldine, who sat very stili.(S.2: 12/12/96) 

In School Five the classroom was set up to encourage choice. The room 

had a computer switched on and a program loaded. Paints and brushes were 

set out on the table. The dress-up corner was fully stocked with "fun" clothes. 

Two boys and a girl in the class have finished their work and go on the computer. 
All the children are allowed to choose an activity. Bridget wanders over to have a 
drink, then joins two girls who were looking at books. Teacher sits down and 
starts to talk about the books with them. She starts to read one of them. Group 
splits up when teacher leaves. A girl chooses a book and tells Bridget that she will 
show it to her. A new group of four form including Bridget. The boys are 
dressing up in the family corner and they move over to the girls. They giggle. 
(S.5:20/5/96) 

The opportunity to have a drink when needed was available and the 

teacher moved around the room encouraging different children as she went, 

providing support for them when she could. The teacher allowed choice, 

and used the time to encourage independent activities. This was the only 

school in the study that offered this flexible approach. 

In School One, which provided the most structured programme, some 

choice of activities was evident on an afternoon visit. Even when the 

children were allowed some freedom to choose, the class rule of being quiet 

was a contrast to the encouragement in the kindergarten for children to talk 

to each other. The children moved around the classroom and were able to 

talk to me . Lilly explained that I too needed to obey the class rules and not 
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talk. The children were aware of the punishment that followed if persistent 

talking occurred. 

The children were involved in a variety of activities while the teacher heard a 
specific reading group. Dora was talking quietly to me and had leaned on the 
tables. The teacher called across the classroom for Dora to push the tables together 
again. Walter was sorting animals. There were some wolves so he talked about 
the wolves, where they lived and how he had seen some on television in a 
programme. Lilly came across and gave me a hug. She wanted me to read to her. 
The teacher's voice boomed out that the children were making too much noise. 
Lilly said, "She said Eileen and Walter be quiet." I asked what happened if you 
were naughty. "You have to take a book and sit by Mrs .. .'s chair" Lilly 
answered. Charles came and showed me the solitaire pins he had made into a 
pattern. I asked him how he had done it and he rushed off and brought the carton 
of pins over to me eager to explain. "I've chosen all the big black and red ones." 
Lilly then asked me to come with her. I did so and began to read a book to her. 
(S.l: 7/10/96) 

Charles chose a pin game, Lilly chose books, Walter chose to talk about a 

programme he had seen about wolves, so some choice was available, but it 

was restricted. Giving children more choice in their own learning is to be 

advocated and can prove successful. Children can develop their own 

programme and choose when they want to complete various tasks, if they are 

allowed to do so. Handing over the responsibility of learning to the 

children can prove successful. Children are able to be active participants and 

enjoy the challenge of being responsible for organising their own learning. 

The teacher can then act as a facilitator rather than directing the children's 

learning. 

School Dislikes 
Children's dislikes included activities like singing, printing, sitting still, 

noise, or aggression from other children. 

Charles: Urn, I like, sometimes I like .. .I definitely don't like noise 'cause I get a 
sore tummy sometimes. 

Charles: I hate singing. 

Bridget: I don't like Casey chasing me. 

Bridget: I hate sitting in the school hall. I hate the stupid old hall. 

Krista: I hate printing. 

Ray: Sometimes I don't like it 'cause it's quite mean. 
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Walter: I really hate being told off. 

When the children first begin school, lunch time is difficult. On my visits 

to school, children would often ask if I would be staying until lunchtime, or 

all day. They would stay close by me and used my presence as security in the 

playground. The day seems long for many children after being at 

kindergarten for a morning session only. Kathy was one child who became 

very upset at lunchtime and begged her mother to stay. 

Eileen: Do you think school is better than kindie? 
Geraldine: I think it's worser. Because you have to stay there so long. (S.2: 
12.2.97) 

Nigel: At school after lunch you have to stay there for a while. 
Eileen: Is that good? 
Nigel: No that's dumb. (S.2: 12/2/97) 

Bridget particularly disliked going to the hall and sitting on the floor. She 

commented that it was cold and sometimes wet and always uncomfortable. 

Walter was asked to stand up in front of the whole school on his first day. 

One can only wonder what it must have been like for a five year old to be 

looked at by three hundred pairs of eyes. Kathy too was involved in an 

assembly on her first day as was Charles and David. The difficulties for these 

children who had left a kindergarten with forty-five children and entered a 

school with hundreds of children must have been extreme. No support was 

given by the teachers to these children except to David whose teacher held 

him by the hand and kept him close by during the first assembly. 

In School Two, there was an assembly and Kathy, who was on her first day 

at school, helped Pippa who was on a school visit. Simon had been in school 

for a month, Ella for two months and Krista for three months. Although 

Krista, Ella and Simon were familiar with assemblies, they seemed not to 

consider their involvement in it as important. Because the assembly was 

long, the new entrant and three children on school visits, were taken back to 

the classroom to complete other activities. 
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It was assembly. Kathy held hands with Pippa who was on a school visit. The 
children sat on the floor and were at the front of the assembly. Ella immediately 
started chatting to children from another class. Kathy just sat and watched for 
most of the assembly. She started to twist her hair. Simon looks around a lot and 
doesn't appear to sing. He chats to his neighbour in between songs. After a 
while Kathy and three children who are on school visits are taken from the 
assembly. Simon, Ella and Krista don't sing. Simon sings the chorus but is 
continually looking around. Simon then starts to kneel and keeps rhythm to the 
psalm. Krista looks around fingers in mouth. She gives a wave to Ella who smiles 
back. Simon continues to stare all around him. It appears he has little 
understanding as to what is going on, or of the hymns. (S.2: 24/5/%) 

The children gain support from their peers, and smiles of 

acknowledgement are frequently to be seen when the children are not 

allowed to communicate orally. 

School Likes 
Classroom activities like drawing and computing were enjoyed, and playing 

was clearly valued. There were few opportunities within the classroom for 

play and it is understandable that the breaks for mid morning and lunch 

became more important as they allowed time to play. 

David: I like the computer. But I don't really like the Magic School bus 'cause 
there are some disgusting things in it. 

Walter: I like stories. Yep. And I like drawing stories if I like good ones. I like 
drawing. 

Charles: I like urn. playing with someone, playing with people. Sometimes I can't 
find anyone. 

By my final visit, children generally commented that playtime and 

lunchtime were favourite times. Some were recognising that lunch time 

being longer was a better deal. 

Dora: I like lunchtime best because it's longer than play time. 

Ella: I don't like playtime. 
Eileen: You don't like playtime. Why is that? 
Ella: 'Cause you don't get enough time to play. I only like lunchtime. 

For many children the activities available during wet breaks were popular 

in the school day. This gave them opportunities to choose activities and to 

interact with children within the classroom though with minimal teacher 

direction. 
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Brian: Urn when you get a button here and you get another button and you flick it 
and the other one goes up. 
Eileen: Oh, like tiddlewinks? 
Brian: Yep. Whatever you call a game, whatever. 
Eileen: When do you play it? Just any time? 
Brian: No you have to play it when it's rainy .. a rainy day. 

Favourite activities in the kindergarten were usually outdoors so it was no 

surprise that the same preferences were found in school. 

III Teacher child relationships 

Kindergarten teachers spent time speaking with the children in a reciprocal 

way, and I rarely observed them talking in a controlling way to the children. 

The teacher was talking to Geraldine, and from my observation, both child 

and teacher were comfortable and enjoying the conversation. At my 

interruption the teacher made suggestions to Geraldine which enabled her to 

extend the answers to the questions I had asked. This was a good example of 

intersubjectivity between child and teacher, and the scaffolding which the 

teacher offered to help the child extend her story. The teacher did not answer 

for her, nor prompt her, which is something which many adults do with 

young children. Geraldine was allowed to answer my question in ways 

which would advance her learning. 

I then saw Geraldine who was sitting on the teacher's knee. I knelt down and 
asked her about her trip to Disneyland. The teacher suggested that Geraldine went 
and got the postcards that she had sent from her trip. She brought them. (28/3/96) 

The kindergarten teachers were involved in play activities with the 

children and were called by their first names. There was an informal 

atmosphere in the kindergarten, and although co-operation from the 

children was still expected, it was achieved in a negotiated way. The teachers 

regularly facilitated learning, and offered the children help when it was 

needed. They used "the moment" to teach social and academic skills, and 

help from other adults was available to support any attempts at writing, 
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which the children instigated. Frequent evidence of "scaffolding" was 

observed in the kindergarten, and given by teachers, parents and the children 

themselves. 

The teacher was leading Nigel by the hand and said, "Nigel has a big surprise for 
you Eileen." Nigel then proceeded to pick out his name, with a lot of help. Then 
he copied it again with a deal of help. There was always lots of support from staff 
and children. (2112/960) 

The kindergarten teachers also knew about the children's families and talked 

to them about how they felt and what they wanted to do. This knowledge 

made the mesosystem between the home and school so much stronger. 

The teacher began talking to Charles about the forthcoming trip on a double decker 
bus to the Botanic Gardens. Charles asked me if I would be riding upstairs or 
downstairs. I had to explain that I would be working so wouldn't be able to come. 
The teacher commented how lucky she was that she worked at the kindergarten. I 
suggested to Charles that perhaps he would like to work in a kindie when he grew 
up. He stopped and thought then grinned and said, "I don't think so." The teacher 
asked if he wanted to be a bank manager like his father. (13/2/96) 

In schools the teachers were friendly but the children appreciated the 

necessity of obeying their instructions. The importance of moulding the 

child's behaviour to fit the requirements of the class resulted in a great many 

of teacher-child interactions to be directive. Tom had been in the class for 

some months and should know what was expected of him. 

Tom doesn't have his eyes on the board and is admonished by the teacher. 
"You've been at school a very long time so you should know .... " (S.l: 27/6/96) 

The children had little to say about their teachers when questioned and 

usually said she was "OK" or "Good". They were prepared to pass comments 

on other teachers and were quite fearful of being in the class of a teacher who 

was classed as "mean." Getting the children to analyse what "mean" meant 

was difficult, as it seemed to depend on appearance and on the volume of 

voice the teacher used. 

Danny and Walter talked about the next class. 
Walter: Harry has gone to the next class because he's big. 
Eileen: Will you go in there when you're big? 
Walter: Yes when I am big. 
Eileen: Will you want to go? 
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Walter: (Giving a doubtful look]) Mrs B .... is nice but the teacher in there is mean. 
Danny: Yes, she always shouts. (S.l: 21/11/%) 

Although Walter said that his current teacher was nice, he was frequently the 

focus of her negative attention. 

Walter kept interrupting and the teacher called across the room that he should go 
away from me so I could talk to Charles. She said that Walter had talked enough. 
(S.1: 21/11/98) 

In School Two the teacher was held in such awe that it was rare that any 

child needed a reprimand. 

Ella was mildly reprimanded because she was having trouble lifting the box of 
blocks. The teacher told her to push, not lift. (S.2: 22/2/%) 

The children seemed to have few opportunities to develop any initiative on 

their own. Ella had tried lifting the box and one suspects that if she had had 

any problems she would have explored other ways to move it. She was not 

allowed to try other methods and the teacher commanded that she push it. 

Teachers seem unable to allow children time to try out different methods of 

acting or speaking. There is little time for reflection before action in the 

classroom. 

After a week at school, Simon had already decided that teachers did not 
listen. 

Simon was having a problem with his plaster. It kept coming undone. I suggested 
he ask the teacher and perhaps get a new one. He said, "I did. She didn't listen." 
(S.l: 26/4/96) 

This tendency for adults not to listen to children was an ongoing problem. 

It was observed with adults who came to talk in the kindergarten, in school 

and at home. Children do not get enough time to form their ideas and 

express them. I talked with mothers in their children's presence, and the 

mother often answered for the child. I have been present when the child is 

telling an adult some news and the adult has cut the child short. It is as 

though what the child has to say is of no importance. From a child's 

perspectives/he must feel devalued if no one is prepared to listen. While it 

is not always possible to spend the time necessary listening to a child who has 
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information to share, an explanation for not listening and a promise to listen 

at a more convenient time, could be given to children, as is given to adults in 

similar circumstances. 

Some children in school seem to bring out the kindness in teachers and 

sympathy is sometimes available. 

Kathy put up her hand to give news but when she got up to the front she was 
overcome and just muttered something which no-one could hear. The teacher 
beckoned her over and gave her a hug. Kathy said she had a sore eye/finger? The 
teacher said "Poor Kathy". Kathy has forgotten to bring her book bag. The teacher 
directs her to choose something else. (S.2: 24/5/96) 

Physical contact between adults and children poses problems and teachers are 

discouraged from giving hugs and cuddles. In the kindergarten such physical 

contact is also discouraged but there were more opportunities for kind words 

and sympathy for example, when a child sought help for a cut finger. 

The teacher organised group work but told Nigel to wait for her. He stood in the 
middle of the mat looking very uncertain and smiled at me. The teacher treated 
Nigel specially and said in his hearing what a delightful boy he was and how well 
he had done. He was then dealt with first while the other children waited on the 
mat. (S.2: 15/8/96) 

Although it was good to see a child praised, unless this is done for all the 

children difficulties present themselves with accusations of favouritism. 

There were examples of some children being given preferential treatment. 

Children who were not warmly received, had a less than enjoyable life in the 

classroom. Resentment can result from preferential treatment to a few 

children as was the case with David and the computer. In School Four there 

was a list of names of children who could use the computer during break 

time. 

Ms Grey allowed David to "jump the queue" for the computer as I was with him. 
He had great fun. I tried to persuade him to let other children have a turn but he 
wouldn't be moved. The teacher commented on his good sense of humour and 
that his parents talked with him. I left him happily engrossed on the computer. 
(S.3:2411 0.96) 

Being seen to be fair is important in a classroom. In School Five the 

teacher treated all the children in a gentle, friendly manner and she 

encouraged them to talk with her about the things in which they were 
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interested. On Bridget's first day, her teacher showed great interest in her 

birthday gift, a mermaid Barbie. 

Bridget had her fingers in her mouth and was feeling a bit nervous. She 
immediately sat on the mat when she saw the other children sitting there. The 
teacher spent time talking to her. Bridget showed the teacher her mermaid Barbie. 
(S.5: 20/ 5/96) 

With this teacher the children were confident enough to challenge her. 

Bridget is quite confident and even corrects the teacher about the pronunciation of 

"o'clock." (S.5: 13/6/%) 

A challenge to his teacher came from Tom, but only when the class was 

being taken by a teacher trainee, and it was made in a very quiet voice. 

The teacher announces, "We'll play our spelling game. We haven't played it for a 
long time". Tom says, "Yes we have we played it once." (S.l: 20/8/%) 

When talking with the children few occasions arose when the children 

talked spontaneously about their teachers either in kindergarten or in school. 

Maybe this is because in school the child feels very much alone and once 

mother has left a substitute adult is not sought. In this study the children did 

not talk about the kindergarten teachers either, even though there appeared a 

warm, caring relationship. The children simply seemed to have other 

interesting topics which they wanted to talk about. 

IV The mesosystems of home I kindergarten and of home I school 

In the kindergarten each parent came in with the child, a greeting was 

given by one of the teachers to the child and his/her parent. Usually the 

teacher would come across and talk to both about some event of which they 

had some knowledge. Parent and teacher would talk about a child's 

forthcoming visit to the dentist, or about a new baby in the family, or a visit 

from grandparents. The benefit for the child having Mother, from the home 

, and teacher from the kindergarten, having friendly communications within 

the hearing of the child, is beneficial to both adults and to the child. 

The child leaves the microsystem of the home and enters the microsystem 

of the kindergarten with strong mesosystem links. Members of each 
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microsystem communicate well, and parent and teacher each know the child 

and each is interested in the child's welfare. This allows the child to feel 

confident about being in the kindergarten even when the parent leaves. The 

parent is also comfortable being in the kindergarten and frequently stays and 

is interested in what the child has to show them. 

The teachers in the kindergarten were also very involved in the events in 

the children's lives and these were often integrated into activities in the 

kindergarten. Geraldine went to Disneyland and sent many postcards to the 

kindergarten. When she returned she brought small gifts for everyone and 

the teachers helped Geraldine compile a book using all the post cards she had 

sent. This was then used in the reading section of the kindergarten. 

The children were usually taken to kindergarten by their mothers though 

there were several occasions when a father brought his child. This usually 

depended on father's work schedule. 

As I was coming into the kindie I met Ray riding his bike to kindie with his mum. 
Tom also came up riding his bike and Dad was on his bike too. I introduced myself 
to him. (17/ll/95) 

At the end of the morning session the children were either picked up by a 

parent or grandparent then went home. Often children rode their trikes to 

kindergarten and then home again. For some, a younger sibling would 

accompany Mum. Many children were picked up by car and mothers would 

arrange a car pool to allow some flexibility in their day. 

The kindergarten relied on parent co-operation raising funds so many of 

the parents in this study were active in holding positions of office. For 

example Tom's mother was the treasurer, and Ella's mother was the 

secretary. This meant that there were regular contacts between the parents 

and teachers. There was also a roster for mother helper in the sessions. 

Again many of the parents in the study volunteered and amicable 

relationships developed between staff and parents. The teachers were ill ways 

ready to listen to what the parent had to say about their children, and in turn 

shared their findings. 
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This exchange of information about the children with the parents did not 

seem to occur in the schools. There appeared to be few signs of partnership 

between the school and home. Parents are required for helping raise funds, 

and are of use as teacher helpers in the classroom or on school outings, but 

there are few opportunities for parents to share any knowledge, or be 

involved in the children's learning. 

In the schools in this study, parents were allowed into the classroom with 

the child on the first day but there was little evidence of any knowledge by the 

teacher about the child or the family. Children were encouraged to move 

away from their parents as soon as possible and tolerance waned if the child 

persisted in staying close to his I her mother. Three of the teachers said that 

the child settled better when mother had left. This is not surprising when 

the child has no-one who was familiar to offer support. 

Lilly settled into the school environment very well. The teacher praised 

her to me on several occasions and described her as "a bright cookie". Lilly's 

mother, however, was less than happy with the teacher, whom she described 

as being uninterested in talking with her. 

One teacher acknowledged the difficulties parents had in "letting go" of 

their children, and encouraged numerous school visits to give the parents 

time to adjust to the idea of separation. She saw problems at transition 

emanating from the parents rather than the child. 

Ella walked in with Mum and sat on her knee. I asked Ella how she was feeling. 
Mum answered for her "Great!". The teacher gave her a badge and she sat on the 
mat. Ella did some printing and checked with the teacher. Then she did a drawing 
and checked with Mum. She seemed confident and looked across at me and gave 
little smiles. She wanted Mum to stay but may have realised Mum wanted to stay. 
Ella joined Krista playing Lego. She called Mum over. Mum gave her a big hug 
and Ella went to the door with Mum and waved to her. (S.2: 8/3/96) 

Using parents with skills was something which happened in the 

kindergarten but in school the teachers were the experts. A typical example 

of not using parents' expertise featured Jenny's mother. She was 

knowledgeable about line dancing and was happy to demonstrate. The 

teachers were on the stage, had very little knowledge of the activity, and one 
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must have seen the expertise demonstrated by Jenny's mother, yet they 

stumbled through, frequently stopping the music to correct their steps. Not 

one of the teachers consulted with Jenny's mother or invited her to help. 

She would have been willing to go onto the stage and show the children the 

dance, but did not feel that she should offer unless the teachers wanted her 

help. 

Moving children on to other classes became an issue for some parents. 

Several mothers complained that a child had been moved from the new 

entrants classroom into a new class room without consultation or discussion 

with the parent. A note had been sent home saying that the move had taken 

place. One mother said that her child had just become comfortable in the 

first class and was then moved. She felt she had to start all over again 

helping him settle with another teacher in another class with other children. 

This emphasises the lack of consultation between school and home. In this 

sample, it seemed that schools followed the practice of informing parents of 

what was already done, and appeared to allow little time for discussion about 

the wisdom of the action from the parents' point of view. 

The teacher then took me to Room 2 where some of the children had been moved. 
She explained that Room 2 and Room 2a are both the same level but Room 2 
children would be a bit more independent. Brian and Tom smiled at me. Lilly 
was absent. (S.l: 11/11196) 

The children took home reading books which they had to work on at home 

and bring back, which was a link between school and home. The 

responsibility of having the right book at the right time proved difficult for 

Ella and she found it easy to blame Mum. 

The teacher read the poem "Mice". Krista joined in when she could. Ella sucked 
her thumb. 
The teacher asked Ella about her reading book. Ella said, "Mum didn't bring it. 
She didn't know where it was." (S.2: 19/2/96) 

When Kathy's mother had a new baby the link between the school and home 

was strong. The teacher was interested in the event and had discussed it with 

mother and with Kathy. 
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Kathy takes her card from the teacher and comes across and shows me. "I can see 
my mum's name on the front." "Is the card for your mum or Mrs Masham?" I 
asked. "It's for Mum" she replied. She chose some coloured pipe cleaners and 
went to her table. I sat beside her. She started her decorations. (S.3: 4/1 1196) 

The mesosystem between school and home varied depending on the 

teacher's interest. Even with teachers who showed an interest in events at 

home and recognized their importance, there was an imbalance between 

information that flowed from school to home, and that which flowed from 

home to school. Notices frequently went home about, for example, 

swimming classes, a request for volunteers, or when money was for fund 

raising activities. The importance of the information from the school to the 

home was well emphasised, but information from home to school was 

limited, usually to what the child talked about, for example a new baby, or a 

holiday. 

Sometimes a school's image depended on staff other than the teaching 

staff. Enrolling a child in school can be in itself difficult for many parents, 

especially if it is for a first child. Having friendly reception staff can ease the 

problem. 

Chris' mother explained that Chris' first day at school was Monday 19th February 
which was also his birthday. She commented that when she took in the enrolment 
form to the school, the receptionist wasn't very helpful. When Mum asked for a 
school visit she commented that it all seemed a big inconvenience. (S.l: 253/2/%) 

This was not a good start for strengthening the school/home mesosytem, as 

this mother already felt uncomfortable when she set foot in the school. 

V Expectations of School 

Most of the information about what the children expected from school 

came from asking them, especially before and after school visits. All the 

children wanted to go to school. They recognised that school was part of 

their culture, in that it was what all the other children did, and the thought 

that they need not go to school was never raised. When children began 

school they commented on their feelings of excitement, anxiety, fear and 

unfamiliarity. 
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Ella: Really excited. 

Lilly: Oh I cried one day. 'Cos I was a bit scared. 

Lilly: I hid under a chair. 'Cos I was scared. 

Dora: Because it was my really first time, and I didn't and I didn't know everybody 
there. 

Before actually beginning school most of the children have an idea of what 

they will do at school which is thought to be beneficial to the learning process. 

The children thought that they would be doing printing, stories, and reading. 

Most were convinced that they would not paint. 

Krista: Urn don't do painting. 

Chris: Don't play with water, and you do read stories. 

Bridget: We make stuff and we sing. But we don't do music. 

Dora: You've got to do printing. 

Geraldine: You don't paint at school you only print. 

Walter: You wouldn't play with play dough 

The children, from these comments, had a fair idea of what would be 

missing from their days and what would be added. My observations 

indicated that painting activities did vary. One school had art materials 

available for the children to use if they chose. The other schools did include 

art activities, but the occasions were few. There was no sign of opportunities 

for water play and opportunities to use play dough were not observed. 

School visits 

Each of the five schools had different policies on school visits. One 

actively encouraged a great number of school visits up to three months before 

the child was due to start. 

The Principal takes the new entrants in the morning and another teacher takes them 
in the afternoon. She feels this is a benefit because she gets to know parents AND 
children well as soon as they get into school. Children wear school uniforn1 and 
the programme seems structured. Very little material produced by the children is 
on the wall. A computer is in classroom but no sign of it being used. The teacher 
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allows as many school visits as the parents want. She feels it benefits the parents 
as much as the child. (S.2: 12/2/%) 

The principal felt that this was beneficial for the parents rather than for the 

children, and at the beginning of the study, I thought this was a strange 

comment, but by the end of the data collecting stage, I understood that many 

parents found the transition to school difficult. 

Although the research covers children's perceptions it is interesting to note 

one parent's concerns when she took her child on his first school visit. 

and expressed them as follows. 

Daniel had his first school visit on Wednesday. I had to take Jack and Liam also 
and spent one and a half hours trying to keep them quiet. Daniel slotted right into 
the class and had his hand up answering questions within two minutes of being 
there! What a shock though all those rules, having to sit quietly on the mat, raising 
your hand to talk and waiting for your name to be called until you answer, sitting 
on your bottoms, getting stars for good work, doing classroom duties and all that
felt very sad that he was entering this other world of always being told what to do 
next. Frightening too as I watched five year olds deserted at morning tea time. 
Left to figure out their play lunch and do up their shoes. Did up about five sets 
myself by which time Liam had disappeared out into the playground. Brought up 
interesting questions too like why separate toilets for boys and girls. First time 
Daniel had seen a urinal I think!! Also that big playground fenced in parts but open 
gates everywhere. What was to stop them heading out onto the street or trying to 
come home? Daniel's been fenced in for so long I was frightened. Anyway we 
keep visiting once a week for eight weeks, plenty of time to teach him all that. I 
can see I am going to be a dithering mess on the big day. Do all Mums feel like 
this? Teacher never spoke to me. Hope someone explains a bit more soon. 
(4/1995) 

She comments on the safety concerns, the use of separate toilets and 

urinals, doing up shoes and organising his lunch. She felt sad that he had to 

learn so many rules, and the need to comply with instructions. The points 

she raises are concerns felt by me, and by many parents when the transition to 

school occurs. Although some discontinuity can be seen as beneficial and a 

challenge to children, expecting the child to enter a new microsystem with so 

many changes is to me not acceptable. It would not be difficult for schools to 

arrange meetings with parents to ensure their questions were answered 

before school visits began. Frequent school visits might eliminate many of 

these problems and the opportunity to visit the school is important so that 

parent and child can discover the school together. Daniel's mother would 
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answer any questions Daniel had, to enable him making a successful 

transition, but admitted to her feeling of sadness at him always being told 

what to do. 

School visits over a long period of time, though perhaps useful for some 

children and parents, do take the child away from the early childhood 

environment and expose them to the formal school setting much earlier 

than may be desirable. The ideal age to begin formal schooling is debatable 

and only in the United Kingdom is it mandatory for children to attend school 

at five years, unlike other countries which prefer a later start. 

The teachers in the kindergarten felt indignant about the frequent absences 

of the children who went on school visits twice a week for a long period of 

time, feeling that the children were missing out on opportunities they would 

lose once formal schooling began. However, the parents were very keen to 

expose their children to the school setting as often and as early as possible. 

Parents talk among themselves usually at the school gate, or in kindergarten, 

about the school, the teachers, a child's readiness to start school and other 

topics which are of interest to parents with young children. The advantages 

of sending the child to school as soon as possible was seen as more beneficial, 

academically, than more time spent playing in the kindergarten. A comment 

often used by parents in the current study was that the child was "ready for 

school" though defining the meaning of readiness was beyond the parents 

with whom I spoke. The community, that is parents and teachers, decide the 

meaning of "readiness". If parents see a child writing, reading or doing formal 

work then he must be learning, whereas in the early childhood centre they 

see only play activities, and discount this as learning. Parents have 

expectations of how the classroom should be set out and what their children 

should be doing, when they enter at five. They expect tables, chairs and for 

the children to be sitting "working". It is not surprising that children 

themselves see little value in play once they reach school age. 

School Two encouraged a large number of school visits, which contrasted 

to School One which allowed a maximum of two school visits, and a new 
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entrants teacher who did not feel there was any real need for the visits. 

Other schools had very informal arrangements, and left the decision to the 

parents and the children who were welcomed into the school when they 

arrived. Having mother welcomed into the classroom and being allowed to 

stay as long as she wished made the transition easier for children in this 

school. 

There were opportunities to observe some of the children in the study 

during school visits, though this was not consistent, mainly because several 

children had already begun visiting the school when the research began. I 

concentrated on asking the children about their school visits on their return 

to kindergarten. After Ray went on a visit to a school which he ultimately did 

not enrol in, he agreed to be interviewed on camera. 

Ray: It was great. 
Eileen: Mum said you didn't like it. 
Ray: It was great. 
Eileen: What happened when you ~alked in the class room? 
Ray: We did studying, first we had to study 
Eileen: What do you mean by studying? 
Ray: You know. 
Eileen: No. 
Ray: Urn then we did some drawings. 
Eileen: What did you draw? 
Ray: Make faces. The teacher said, "Make faces". So I did that. And I made 'em 
scary, 'cause she said, make the scariest one, and I did the scariest one of them all. 
Eileen: Did you use pencils or crayons or .. 
Ray: Crayons. Oh no not crayons, I can't remember. 
Eileen: Okay, you first did some drawings. 
Ray: No, we didn't do, we had to do studying first. 
Eileen: So you did but I'm not quite sure what studying means? 
Ray: Maybe next time, when I'm five you'll, you might be able to come, you 
might come and see me. 
Eileen: Yes, I will when you're five. So, what was the teacher' name? 
Ray: Urn Miss, no I can't remember. 
Eileen: So what do you think teachers are for? 
Ray: Teaching yah. 
Eileen: Yes 
Ray: New songs .. And do you know what? Noreen's coming. 
Eileen: Coming where? 
Ray: To my school. 
Eileen: Oh that will be good to have someone there. You said you sat on the mat 
and you learned songs that you didn't know at kindie. 
Ray: Ah, for a very long time, and then the teacher said we could go and have a 
wee play. 
Eileen: Did you go outside and have a play? 
Ray: I just played on the slide and the others didn't play with me on the slide. 
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The others didn't want to play on the slide. 
Eileen: It would have been quite good on the slide, was it? 
Ray: Yeah .. know what we call it every time when you bend over and 
we hit and bend over all the time. I bend over it and I just about fell 
off but I didn't. 
Eileen: Good job you didn't. 
Ray: When we got down the bottom, boom, ... really faster and I jumped up and 
I came down and hit me ... I jumped off. 
Eileen: Wow. And did Mum stay with you all morning? 
Ray: She had to take me and stay there. 
Eileen: So what did you do after you'd had your playtime then? 
Ray: Ah, I had to go back on the mat, and then we had more studying and then .. 
Eileen: What sort of things did you do during the studying? 
Ray: Oh, drawing pictures and stuff. 
Eileen: I thought you said learning songs 
Ray: No, that's not studying. For that we draw pictures and that means 
studying. Don't ....... when you come to me, come I'll show you what I 
mean. 
Eileen: OK, do you do studying at kindergarten? 
Ray: No. 
Eileen: Mm, did Mum know what it meant? 
Ray: No one knows. 
Eileen: What about the other kids? 
Ray: Yeah. One of them was trouble. 
Eileen: Oh. 
Ray: Well, he was pushing things in my ear. 
Eileen: In your ear? 
Ray: And the class came in and then I .. I.. .... went and played with him and he 
kept doing it in the classroom ...... so I went and sat where he wouldn't do it. 
Eileen: Did Mum think the school was quite good. 
Ray: Mmm, not really, but, she really wanted me to do the hard stuff. 
Eileen: She wanted you to do the hard stuff? 
Ray: Well, studying was hard. 
Eileen: Did you have to write or read or-
Ray: Reading. Studying was reading. I can't read. (7/3/96) 

Ray's mother agreed that this was an accurate account of what had taken 

place. Ray said nothing about the content of the morning or of what the 

teacher had talked about, or what he had learned. His time in the 

playground was enjoyable and he happily accepted the activities which took 

place even if he didn't fully understand what all the studying was about. The 

incident with the child pushing a pencil in his ear was one of the few 

indicators during the study that any of the children were the recipients of 

unkind behaviours. Ray's solution to the problem was to move away. 

Although his mother was in the classroom Ray dealt with the situation 

himself. 
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Lilly went on her first school visit with Mum and was very difficult and 

hid under a chair. The second school visit she went with Dad and behaved 

very well. The teacher commented to me that she thought that Lilly was 

going to be a real problem after the first visit. Lilly commented when 

looking back on the first school visit that she was so scared that she didn't 

even see her good friend Henry who had left kindergarten a few weeks 

earlier. Lilly explained she thought it was somebody else different, she was so 

anxious. Her report of the second visit was very clear. 

Eileen: What's happening to you on Friday? 
Lilly: I'm going to go to school. 
Eileen: Going to school on Friday are you? 
Lilly: I've got three more sleeps. 
Eileen: And then what happens? 
Lilly: It's my birthday. 
Eileen: What happened with the second school visit? 
Lilly: This school visit? 
Eileen: Mmm. 
Lilly: I stayed still. I did too. The last school visit I hardly did anything. 
Eileen: Did you go with Mum? 
Lilly: I went with Dad. Dad was a change, and Dad dropped me off at kindie, and 
Dad drived me. 
Eileen: What did he think of the school? 
Lilly: He thinked it was very good, 'cause you know what- I done a picture and it 
was very good, 'cause I didn't even go off the lines. 
Eileen: That sounds pretty good to me. 
Lilly: 'Cause that was the first time I had ever done that. And I was pretty cool 
'cause that that's how much stories Mrs Barrow done us? Five stories. 
Eileen: Five stories. Do you remember any of them? 
Lilly: Uh, one is about a windy day, and the other is about things blowing away on 
a windy day. 
Eileen: Gosh, they sound very interesting stories. Was it a windy day? 
Lilly: No, no, no, no. 
Eileen: I wonder why she told you stories about a windy day? 
Lilly: 'Cause it could be tomorrow. 
Eileen: Did you have to do any writing or anything? 
Lilly: Writing? Nah. We only needed to do pictures. And then it was morning tea 
time, but one boy said to me, you've got to save your lunch and afternoon tea time, 
but I said, "No, only Lorna and me are having a school lunch, we're not school 
girls yet." (25/6/%) 

Lilly was able to recognize the differences which would occur in her status 

when she started school. The "school girl" was very different from the 

"kindie girl" which she had been for the past two years. 

Bridget talked about what she did on her school visits quite confidently. 

Eileen: You told me you made a ... 
Bridget: A bird. 
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Eileen: A bird. That's right. 
Bridget: Tweet, tweet, tweet, tweet. We made it. We drawed it and we cutted it 
out, and we put wings and a tail on it. (19/5/96) 

Bridget had visited the school many times as she had accompanied her 

mother when she had taken and picked up her older sister Carol. She also 

knew the teacher and her mother had very positive feelings about the school 

and the teacher. A good mesosystem was already established. 

Brian's mother was less happy with her visit to school. 

Brian had been on a school visit. I asked his mum how it had gone. She said 
"Better today. The first visit he rolled on the mat. Today he sat still." She 
reckoned the class was too structured. (25/6/96) 

For Brian's mother success in school depended on her five year old's ability to 

sit still. On observing Brian on many occasions in the classroom this was 

something he had great problems with, perhaps because physically he found 

the cross-legged position uncomfortable. For Brian his discomfort took his 

attention away from any learning which might have taken place. 

The value of school visits is helpful for many children. Without seeing 

the school buildings, the classroom, or meeting the teacher, the first day 

would, I feel, be very difficult. One of the recommendations from an 

Australian study was that visits to the school should be arranged prior to 

entry, to familiarise the children with the school environment. 

VI Roles, activities and relationships in the home 

The study aimed to gain some understanding about the children's 

everyday lives, what they did, what they talked about, and what was 

important to them. Visiting the children in their homes helped me to 

understand why some of the children found the transition to school 

problematic. The continuities and discontinuities, the mismatch between 

microsystems of home and school, the intersubjectivity between parent and 

child, and the guidance offered by parents, especially mother, and older 

siblings to expand their learning were all to be observed in the home. 
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Each child had three home visits during the study, the first of which 

occurred in the first weeks, the second close to the child's fifth birthday and 

the last visit approximately six months later. The fact that an adult had asked 

for permission to visit the child at home was an unusual occurrence for most 

of the children. I had explained to the child that I had also asked permission 

from their parent, usually the mother. Before the visit, most children of the 

children were excited and told other children at the kindergarten that I was 

going to their home. Other children, not in the sample, also invited me to 

visit them at home too. The initial visit to the home was treated in different 

ways although my intention was for the children to show me their rooms, 

possessions and talk about whatever interested them. My interest was in 

what happened in the child's day, however, the children were constantly 

distracted and their talk ranged over a wide range of topics and activities. 

My arrival at the house on my first visit was greeted in different ways. 

Mum told me that he had been asking every five minutes when 1 was corning. 
Chris led me to the back yard and we sat on the rug in the sun. He was writing 
numbers on small pieces of paper. He wrote numbers up to 11 then said that we 
were going to play a game. He rushed off and brought back two games. (25110/95) 

Mum was outside chatting to a neighbour. She commented that Simon was so 
excited about my visit "as if you were a favourite aunt". Simon was with his 
friend Nella with whom he apparently played a lot. Mum instructed Simon to take 
me inside. (22111195) 

Brian carne out on the street to greet me. He seemed happy to see me and told me 
about his new shoes which he was wearing. He got them for Christmas from Mum 
and Dad. (17/1/96) 

Arrived at the house and Charles was riding a trike with his two year old brother. 
Mum was also outside. Charles immediately said "Hello" and came riding up. He 
asked if I had brought the video camera and I said I had. He took me into the 
house. (13/2/96) 

Nigel carne out riding his bike, a two wheeler with trainer wheels. He was 
followed by his brother John who is seven. They rushed off into the garden then 
into the house to tell Mum. Mum carne out holding the baby . The nine year old 
twins were watching the cricket. Dad who is on holiday was working outside. 
Mother went to get him and introduced me. (16/1/96) 
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No two visits started the same in spite of my plans, but there were 

similarities in the children's everyday lives. The children in the main, had 

their own room and every child, except Nigel, had a large number of soft toys 

in his/her room. When talking to me the children changed conversation 

topics with a regularity which was confusing, especially if I was not in tune 

with their thought pattern. There would frequently be no order to their 

stories. They could talk about two or three topics at once and expected me to 

follow and understnd what they were talking about. Accessing information 

that was interesting to me and important to my study, seemed to have little 

appeal to the children. They were far more absorbed in what was eventful in 

their daily lives. All the children were interested in talking about Christmas, 

holidays and birthdays. 

To put the children at their ease I allowed them to use the video camera if 

they wished to. They enjoyed filming their rooms and their toys, and took 

away some of the power which the camera gave to me. I tried to place the 

camera so that the children could monitor their own image rather than me 

constantly holding it. Again I felt that this allowed some reciprocity for the 

children. Some of the children were very keen on using the camera, 

especially Ella, who demanded to use it at every interview both at home and 

in the kindergarten. 

Ella greeted me and took me upstairs. She wanted to use the camera. She 
talks while she is filming. 
Eileen: Could you tell me about your toys? 
Ella: That over there is my doll house, Nanna bought me some new stuff. 
Eileen: You've got lots of stuff in there. 
Ella: I know. Can I film Mum after? 
Eileen: Sure. 
Mum comes in and Ella wants to film. 
Eileen: Put your hand here and hold it like that, underneath. Now you 
can see Mum. She's on the video. 
Ella: Mum I can't see you. 
Eileen: You have to move the camera. 
Mum: A rear view. That will be nice! 
Ella: Mum do you want to have a go? 
Mum: Oh no, I've used one before remember? We hired one. 
Ella: And I just appeared in the film. 
Mum: In every film Ella would appear in the comer. (Ella giggles) A 
FACE (She giggles again). 
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Eileen: Are you going to ask Mum some questions? 
Ella: Mum, how do you think about your sister? 
Mum: My sister? I love my sister. She's my best friend. 
Ella: She likes her sister. She's got a sister and they're my cousins. 
Mum: She's got two little boys hasn't she? 
Ella: Yep. The biggest boy is five. He loves bugs. (21111/95) 

Ella continued to interview her mother and share events from the family. 

When her grandparents visited, Ella filmed them and her brother James, was 

also filmed. These opportunities allowing Ella to film, gave me an insight 

into the life that Ella had. Her relationship with her mother, brother and 

grandparents was revealed as she filmed them. Ella talked with her mother 

and relatives with confidence, and was treated by all as if she was an 

important and esteemed member of the family. 

Holidays 
Many of the children talked about their holidays and every one went away 

from Dunedin for some for part of their holidays. Lilly had two holidays 

close together. She visited her grandparents in Timaru with her father. 

Eileen: I don't know Tideboll very well - do you like it? 
Lilly: It's got the bay on it. The bay has got the horses on it. On the Merry Go 
Round and planes. 
Eileen: Did you go on it? 
Lilly: On the horses and the planes and my Dad went on the big thing - it makes 
noises. My Dad and- it didn't have any seat belts on it. But he didn't fall off and 
the old guys beside him made him pissed off. 
Eileen: Do you like going on things like that? 
Lilly: I haven't been on it. 
Eileen: They make me feel sick. 
Lilly: I don't like them either. 
Eileen: I didn't know Tideboll had round-a-bouts. Is that down near the beach? 
Lilly: They haven't got real, they haven't got round-a-bouts, the only round-a
abouts are in the bay and that's only got the horses on. Only those ones. (1511/96) 

Lilly went camping with her mother and a friend. She showed how 

knowledgeable she was about the trip. 

Eileen: So what did you do when you were camping? 
Lilly: There's a long way, when you need to go to the toilet, there's a very long 
way to the toilet. 
Eileen: Was there only one for the whole camping ground? 
Lilly: Only one toilet. But there's three seats in there. So the persons don't have to 
wait very long. 
Eileen: And what about showers? 
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Lilly: No. You could only go for a swim, and plus it had a surf board, and that's 
where I went in surfing with and we kept on coming off and we went into deep 
water. 
Eileen: Oh, I hope someone was watching out for you. 
Lilly: Diane and my Mum. (15/1/%) 

Lilly shared many episodes in her life with me, and her knowledge of 

places and events were very informative. Many of my conversations with 

the children supported one of the tenets of the sociology of childhood 

paradigm, that children are active in making meaning in their lives. They 

have a wide range of knowledge which they have accumulated in a short 

time, and they use this knowledge as a basis to learn more, with the help of 

adults and peers. 

I asked Simon about his holiday. (I had met Simon and his mum and sister in a pie 
shop in Milton. They were going to holiday in a caravan). Simon said the holiday 
was good. I asked how the weather was. He said it was good and bad. When 
pressed to find out what he remembered doing. He told me he had had a ride on a 
boat and he had been fishing but he hadn't caught anything. He did tell me that 
friends in Alexander had a dog that caught a fish. This seemed to be quite an event 
for him. I talked to his mum briefly at the end of the session and she confirmed 
what Simon had told me. (30/11%) 

Geraldine was going to Disneyland on holiday taken by her grandparents. 

This was understandably her main topic of conversation for weeks before and 

when she returned. Nigel was also present at this interview. 

Geraldine: I'm going to go to Disneyland. 
Eileen: What will you have to do before you get there? 
Geraldine: Ry to Christchurch on a plane. 
Eileen: Have you been on a plane before? 
Geraldine: (nods her head) I know what's going to be at Disneyland. A boat and 
Mickey Mouse and Minnie Mouse. 
Eileen: Walking about? 
Nigel: Donald Duck. 
Geraldine: Cause I seen Disneyland on ... (turns to Nigel) What? 
Nigel: Donald Duck. 
Geraldine: Donald Duck. 
Eileen: And how do you know they're going to be walking about? 
Geraldine: Cause I've seen them before on tv. 
Eileen: Oh. What else do you think you may see there though? 
Geraldine: Goofy. 
Eileen: Do you think it will be sunny? 
Geraldine: Yes. 
Nigel: Probably. 
Eileen: You'll be on the aeroplane a long time. 
Geraldine: I know. 
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Nigel: No she isn't. 
Eileen: What do you think you might eat on the plane? 
Geraldine: They might give me the Jollies to give to people and I might bring some 
lolly, cake to kindie and I might get heaps, some in my pocket and some in my 
hand some in my short pockets and some in my cardigan pockets, some in my 
hands, and then when I get to one day, I'll take the Jollies and things, to kindie 
and then I come to kindie then I can give Jollies out to people. (8/3/96) 

The trip to Disneyland not only dominated Geraldine's thoughts for many 

weeks before and after the trip, but also became very important to Nigel her 

friend, who heard about it frequently. She had a very clear idea of what 

might happen. She had never been on an aeroplane before so I can only 

think that the information she gleaned about handing out lollies came from a 

television advertisement. 

Toys and activities 

For Krista, Ella, Bridget and Geraldine dressing Barbie dolls and collecting a 

variety of paraphernalia which helped the girls develop a life for the doll, was 

a favourite activity. For Kathy, baby dolls, cots and a dolls house were her 

favourite toys, though she enjoyed colouring in books and had a large 

collection of coloured pencils and felts. All the girls had dolls in their rooms 

but dressing Barbie was the most popular. The girls took their dolls when 

they visited each other's homes. Dressing the dolls and pretending situations 

which were part of their experiences, helped in understanding the cultural 

aspects of society. The activity was very social, and excluded children who 

did not have a Barbie. Constant exposure on television greatly influenced 

the popularity of Barbie. Lilly did not own a Barbie so board games and 

puzzles were in evidence, and playing a game was always demanded on my 

visits. She too enjoyed drawing and colouring in. Dora enjoyed dolls and 

books which I read to her on my visits. 

There was no sign of cars, or garages in the girls' possessions, but for the 

boys model cars were usually seen and played with. Tom set up his garage 

and collected his and his brother's assortment of toy vehicles and an hour of 

play developed. He was also fascinated by a pinball machine which he 

demonstrated. Chris also had a garage and collected his cars together to play. 
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Nigel enjoyed playing with his toy trucks in the garden where they were used 

to carry soil and build dams. This fascination with model vehicles was 

common for all the boys. They too modelled their play on situations which 

they had seen around them, for example, fire engines putting out fires, 

ambulances taking people to hospital and frequently crashes of vehicles 

would be included at some time in the play. The influence of formal rules in 

games was evident in Nigel who liked to play cricket and rugby, because his 

older brothers were already involved in teams. 

David enjoyed games, books and also had a range of musical instruments 

which he demonstrated. Music was also an interest of his mother's and as 

most of the instruments were purchased by her, David was very much 

influenced by her choice. Simon had a collection of books and reader tapes 

which he shared with me, again some of the books had belonged to his 

mother and she enjoyed reading them with him. Simon's favourite activity 

was playing in the cellar where with a complex array of planks he had built a 

fort. 

Ray had a television in his room, which he liked to keep dark, and he 

played a variety of card games on it which his mother had taught him. He 

enjoyed looking at his books and usually asked for a story from me. He too, 

took pleasure from riding his bike in the garden and batting a ball around 

especially if Mum or I would join in. 

Charles' favourite activity was using the computer, though outside 

activities like riding his bike and playing with a ball were also popular. 

Walter enjoyed his books and constantly asked for me to read to him. 

Although he had a wide range of stimulating toys I only observed him 

playing with a Lego pirate ship which he had just received for his birthday. 

The number and variety of toys varied among the children but no-one was 

deprived. Watching television, or videos, was a popular activity with all the 

children. The toys that the children had in their rooms clearly indicated 

gender differences. 
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Chores 
Few of the children had any responsibilities to complete chores in the 

home. Putting away their toys was encouraged as was keeping their rooms 

tidy. Being responsible for getting dressed in the morning varied and it 

seemed to depend on how busy Mother was. As none of the mothers worked 

full time they were usually available to help. 

A caring role was encouraged in the home. Looking after pets was 

encouraged, as it was in the kindergarten. Ella had goldfish which she 

enjoyed feeding so much so, that her mother had to restrict the times. Ray 

fed his cat, which involved only putting the dish on the floor, but which 

nonetheless encouraged responsibility for the eat's well being. David got a 

puppy at the beginning of the study and was very involved in its care under 

his mother's guidance. Those children who had younger siblings were often 

involved in their care. This usually meant playing with them or keeping a 

watchful eye while Mum was busy. This caring role provided a continuity 

between home and kindergarten. 

The children recognised that their daily lives at home were organised by 

adults, and that social relationships with these adults were the most 

important in the children's social world. Negotiation was a legitimate and 

normal activity within the social context of the home. The children accept 

the control by their parents, and understood that they were subordinate to 

them, however, they also understood that they could bargain with their 

parents. 

A day in a child's life 

As the study seeks to find out what children do in their everyday lives, a 

general pattern of the child's day emerged. All the children woke early in the 

morning and most joined their parents in bed. 

Bridget: Mum comes and wakes me up. Sometimes. 
Eileen: Do you and Carol have breakfast together? 
Bridget: Have it when we get up. We have breakfast together and have it when we 
get up. Sometimes Mummy has it in the bedroom. And I give it to her- I make it. 
Eileen: That's really nice, what do you make? 
Bridget: Jam and toast. 
Eileen: Jam and toast, oh I bet she likes that. Do you take it to her 
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Bridget: Yep. 
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Mother has been listening from the other room and walks in. 
Mum: She's usually in her mother's bed at five o'clock. 
Eileen: Five o'clock? 
Bridget: That's what I said. Did so. Just because you didn't hear me. (22111195) 

Breakfast for most of the children consisted of cereals and peanut butter 

toast for the majority. 

Brian has been talking about breakfast and David joins in. 
David: I love honey puffs. 
Eileen: Honey puffs, mmm, they're good. 
Brian: I didn't have honey puffs. 
Eileen: What did you have for breakfast then? What else? 
David: I don't know. 
Eileen: You don't know. Did you have something to drink? 
David: Yes I did. 
Eileen: What was that? 
David: I don't know (starts to laugh). (11195) 

Some were quite independent and dressed themselves for kindergarten, 

choosing the clothes they wanted to wear. Others were helped by mother 

who made the decision of what was to be worn. When seeing the children at 

kindergarten it was usually easy to identify the children who chose their own 

clothes, as a strange combination particularly of colours, was to be seen. 

Children frequently stayed at the homes of friends for lunch although this 

was usually mother's friend, and not necessarily the child's friend. Playing at 

each other's houses happened regularly. 

Eileen: You leave here and Mum picks you up. What do you do? 
Geraldine: Sometimes I watch tv., sometimes don't, sometimes I play, and 
sometimes urn .. I just buzz around. (12/2/96) 

Watching afternoon television seemed to be an activity that most of the 

children took part in. They were very knowledgeable about the television 

characters popular at the time. Those children with older siblings at school 

were usually involved in meeting them at school. This made the 

kindergarten children familiar with the school buildings, teachers and 

timetables. Afternoon tea was shared by the children on arrival home. Very 

little information was learned about the evening times, and because the 
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children had a poor grasp of time, even finding out when they went to bed 

was difficult. They enjoyed exaggerating the lateness of their bed times. 

Eileen: What time do you go to bed at night? 
Simon: I go after Beth's in bed. 
Eileen: After Beth- hang on, l thought Beth was older than you. 
Simon: But she's at school. 
Eileen: So she has to go to bed earlier than you? 
Simon: Yeah. And Jo's at school. She, they go upstairs. They have their rooms 
up there. 
Eileen: So who goes to bed very first then? Beth? 
Simon: Yeah. 
Eileen: And then you, and then Jo? 
Simon: Yeah. By herself. (22111195) 

Geraldine gauged her bed time from Shortland Street. 

Geraldine: Yep, but not but not very often at night time, 'cause Mum just gets me 
straight to bed after Shortland Street. (12/2/96) 

Sometimes opportunities came along that allowed the children to be up late. 

Eileen: What time do you go to bed Geraldine? 
Geraldine: Urn .. 7 o'clock. (Nigel whispers) What did you say? 
Eileen: Do you know what time Nigel told me he went to bed? 
Nigel: Midnight. 
Eileen: Does he? 
Geraldine: No. 
Nigel: Darrin wakes me up for a midnight feast. 
Eileen: But what time do you go to bed normally? 
Nigel: Eight o'clock. 
Eileen: About eight? 
Geraldine: Sometimes I go late to bed. (14/5/96) 

Bridget was even allowed to go on the milk run with her father. Tim was 

a high school boy who helped deliver the milk. Bridget enjoyed being out in 

the dark and seemed to enjoy being scared! 

Bridget: We go for walks to the dark walk when it's not daylight savings, ... yon 
know on the dark walk. And when it's dark he always scares us, when we go 
down to the dark walk 'cause urn he's scares us. He says there's robbers down 
there, and we mustn't shine the light otherwise it shines in their eyes. 
Eileen: And who told you about all this? 
Bridget: Tim. And .. if.. urn .. the light shines in your eyes, your eyes fall out. 
(4/4/96) 

Although there is a pattern to the lives of these four year olds, each is an 

individual with different perceptions of kindergarten and school, and 

different experiences at home. It will be apparent that observing the children 
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in the home brought about greater understanding of the ways in which they 

behave in the settings of the kindergarten and school. 

Summary 

In this chapter I have endeavoured to give a picture of how the children in 

the sample perceived their lives, especially at the time of beginning school. 

The first section focussed on the activities the children took part in, and the 

roles they adopted in the kindergarten. Activities were varied, for example, 

play dough, collage work, painting, reading, puzzles, blocks, dress-ups, family 

corner, and the children had the freedom to choose whatever they wished 

Outside activities incorporated water and sand play, climbing frames, and play 

equipment, the favourite of which was the sandpit. Procedures such as 

eating time, dismissal, saying goodbye when the child left to start school were 

included in this section. 

The second section concentrated on the school environment and the 

continuities and discontinuities that were observed when moving from the 

kindergarten to school. Most of the activities in the kindergarten were not 

available in school. Outside play equipment, which was available in school, 

proved a favourite with the children. The children talked about their 

expectations of school, their likes and dislikes. Of the sixteen children, only 

two had difficult experiences when making the transition from kindergarten 

to school. By the time the third home visit occurred, both children had 

settled into the routines of school. 

The relationships between teachers and children were discussed, and 

differences between the two microsystems noted. In the kindergarten there 

were many opportunities for scaffolding the children's learning, perhaps 

because of the greater number of adults. Peer scaffolding was observed in the 

kindergarten, but there appeared fewer opportunities in the classrooms. 

Teachers in schools directed most of the children's activities and the 

atmosphere was formal and quiet in four out of the five schools visited, 

which was a contrast to the active, busy atmosphere in the kindergarten. 
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The mesosystem between home and kindergarten, and home and school 

were compared. It was found that reciprocity was more common with the 

kindergarten than with the school, and there were fewer discontinuities. 

Links between the kindergarten and the school were limited, and 

discontinuities many. Children's expectations of school were discussed and 

the experiences they had during school visits explored. Although children 

expected changes between the rnicrosystems of kindergarten and school, and 

were in the main looking forward to the change, the number of 

discontinuities proved very difficult. 

The last part of this chapter discussed the children at home, the topics they 

talked about, their toys and their interests. By visiting the children in the 

home, it was possible to gain some understanding about the experiences of 

children in their everyday lives. The children were not spontaneous in their 

talk about school or kindergarten, and seemed to find other topics far more 

interesting. The children talked about many subjects which have not been 

covered in the chapter, but the parts which have been selected may give an 

insight into their lives. The children demonstrated their independence in 

the way they understood and solved difficulties. They were never at a loss to 

show or tell me about events in which they were interested. It is difficult not 

to argue that children are active in giving meaning to their own lives. Their 

social relationships, activities and cultures are a fascinating area of study. 
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Chapter Seven 

Friendships and family 

This chapter will be in three sections the first will cover the friendships 

that were established in the kindergarten and what part they played during 

the transition to primary school. The second section will investigate the 

influence of members of the family during the time of transition and the 

understanding that young children have of family and relationships. The 

third section will document the relationship that developed over the period 

of transition between the researcher and the children, the parents and the 

teachers. 

I Friendships 

The children talked about other children in a positive or negative way, but 

there were few examples of children referring directly to friends without 

being prompted. I inferred which children were friends and what friendship 

meant to them by watching, and listening to them play, share in their 

activities, and having conversations with them about friends. 

What do children say about friendships? 

"Am I your friend?" Asked Dennis of Nigel. No answer. The question was 
repeated and again ignored. "I'm Nigel's friend because we were playing over 
there together." No response from Nigel. Then Nigel says to me, "Shall we play 
buses?" 

Dennis has to ask if he was a friend but then assumed friendship because 

they had played together. To Dennis then friendship meant playing together. 

Does Nigel identify Dennis as a friend? If friendship presupposes a mutual 

relationship, then Nigel by ignoring Dennis did not identify him as a friend, 

at that time. Children in this study seemed unable to define what they 

meant by a friend though they were happy to use the word to refer to children 

with whom they simply had contact. Just playing alongside them was 

enough for some children, yet others expected more from a friend. Talk 
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about being a friend rarely took place in my presence perhaps because I was 

the friend when I was around them, and I accepted all the children as friends. 

When Kathy was asked what she would miss at kindergarten she 

answered "Playing with my friends." Kathy did not appear to have a 

particular child with whom she played on a regular basis. However, she did 

have a common interest in dolls and babies with Joanna, so they often played 

at the same time in the family corner. Sharing a common interest then can 

be seen as a reason for friendship. Kathy joined in activities (painting, play 

dough) and would occasionally interact with another child but she was very 

restrained. She enjoyed talking with adults and liked to be in close physical 

contact with them. 

How is friendship enacted in what children do together? 

1. Friends play with each other in the kindergarten and school. They have 

fun and laugh together. 

Brian and David dress up in skirts, Hawaiian style. They say, "We're wearing 
girls' skirts." "I'm Pippi Longstocking" says David. Brian leads and David 
follows. They next do roly poly down the drive. They later play with water and a 
hose. They were having a great time. Laughing at what they were doing. (8/11/95) 

2. Friends seek each other out. When the friend is away, they tend to wander 

around not quite knowing what to do, then eventually they join in play with 

other children. 

Dora fitted her hands into a heart shape. She said her friends weren't at kindie and 
would I play with her. I said that I would and she led me to the play dough table. 
(25/6/%) 

On this occasion Dora joined in play with me because her usual friends were 

away. On other occasions she came into the kindergarten and immediately 

sat down beside me and played. 
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3. Friends visit each other's homes, and share fun. 

Eileen: What is a microphone for? 
Krista: Talking through. 
Christine: I've got a microphone at home. 
Eileen: Have you? 
Krista: It's got a wee squashy bit at the top. 
Christine: You can take the top off and yesterday Anna put it on her nose. And 

after that I got the wee yellow thing and put it on my nose like that. 
Eileen: What did you look like then? 
Krista: Like nothing. (17 I 1 0/95) 

4. Friends visit each other's home and stay the night. 

Dora: And soon I'll be sleeping in this 'cause I will be going to Stacy's in two 

more sleeps 
Eileen: Stacy's - now who's Stacy? Tell me. 
Dora: Stacy's my little friend. 
Eileen: Is she from kindie or not? 
Dora: No. 
Eileen: And how do you know her? 
Dora: 'Cause l do 'cause I'm her friend. ( 1511/96) 

5. Friends are invited to lunch. 

Ella: Hi Tom. Tom you're comin' to my house aren't you? 
Tom: Yeh. 
Ella: For lunch. After kindie 
Tom: Yeh. 
Eileen: What do you do on Saturdays? 
Ella: He comes to play with me. 
Eileen: Does be? Does he live nearby? 
Elia: Yep. 
Eileen: Who's going to whose house? 
Ella: He's going to my house. 
Tom: No you're coming to my house. 
Ella: No I'm going to my house. (17/11/95) 

6. Friends are invited to birthday parties. 

Birthdays are a very important time for young children. All but two of the 

children in the sample had a fifth birthday party, where children outside the 

family were invited. Chris was the only one, to my knowledge, who was not 

invited to any of the children's parties. It was unclear whether this was 

because he did not have a party himself, or because he was not considered a 

friend. Simon celebrated his birthday at McDonalds with his family, not with 

any friends. The parties were important to the children and friendships 

developed when a birthday was getting close. Many examples of the 
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transience of friendships were illustrated at birthday time. Children who 

were deemed not to be friends did not get invited. Sometimes children who 

had played together on a regular basis were not invited for "being unkind" to 

the child in the important few days before the invitations were given out. 

Parents were also important in that they placed limits on how many children 

could be invited. Ella thought of Bridget as a friend and wanted to invite her 

to the birthday but was unable to do so because her mother had put a 

restriction on numbers. 

Eileen: And who are you inviting? 
Ella: Tom 
Eileen: Tom. I knew Tom would be coming. 
Ella: Krista 
Eileen: Yes. 
Ella: Charlotte. Have you seen Bridget? Well I can't fit Bridget in as Mum said 
I'm allowed six. 
Eileen: Six guests? 
Ella: Six people, or five. 
Eileen: It's a bit difficult isn't it? so that's Tom, Krista and 
Charlotte, that's three. 
Ella: I can't fit Bridget in. 
Eileen: You can't fit Bridget in. Well that's a bit sad. 
Ella: The grown ups are in the next layer. 
Eileen: What do you mean the next layer? 
Ella: They're after the kids, urn I'm the last one. (27/2/96) 

Ella explains the reasoning behind being unable to invite Bridget. She was 

the last child allowed. The quota of guests was filled. Adults were still 

allowed because they were a different category. 

Bridget had two parties on her fifth birthday, one for adults and one for her 

friends. Many children, her sister's friends included, were invited. 

Bridget: That was my birthday the special day, and now it's close, my birthday's 
tomorrow, two birthdays tomorrow. 
Eileen: Two birthdays tomorrow? Whose is the other one? 
Bridget: Urn the big people and the little people. (19/5/96) 

Parents were the regulators of the number of guests. Being able to invite 

many guests allowed Bridget to invite many friends so no child would be 

excluded, whereas Ella had to make decisions as to which children she 

identified as friends in order to restrict numbers. 

Brian had a party at McDonalds as did several other children. 



Brian: My birthday's at McDonalds. 
Eileen; Which one? 
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Brian: The new one, and the old one. (There were two McDonalds in town) 
Eileen: The new one and the old one? How come you're having two? 
Brian: 'Cause I'm having the six one and the four one. The six one is at the new 
McDonalds and the four one- the five one is only at the new McDonalds and the 
six one is at the old McDonalds. (27/6/96) 

I was to realise later that Brian was talking about his fifth birthday which he 

was having at the new restaurant, and planning for his sixth birthday, a year 

away, at the old restaurant 

Eileen: Are you having two parties?( nods) That seems a bit special. So who are 
you inviting to the new McDonalds? 
Brian: Urn, Jesse and Scott 
Eileen: Scott and Jesse. 
Brian: And Angus. 
Eileen: And Angus. 
Brian: And Charles. 
Eileen: Charles, yes. 
Brian: And Scott. 
Eileen: Are you asking Phoebe? You were quite friendly with Phoebe at one time 
weren't you? 
Brian: Not now with Phoebe. I'm inviting you to my birthday as wei!. 
Eileen: That will be really exciting. 
Brian: Michael is coming as well. 
Eileen: Michael, yes I know Michael. 
Brian: He said he's going to buy some transformers for my birthday. He's not 
allowed to tell me. 
Eileen: He's not allowed to tell you but he has. So it's not a surprise. 
Brian: It is a s'prise. (27/6/96) 

How do group friendships differ from dyadic friendships? 
There were certain children who had developed strong friendships, and 

they chose each other to play with although if the friend was absent they 

would play with other children. Of these five dyadic friendships, four were 

cross gender. These children played together in the kindergarten most of the 

time. They often went to each other's homes for lunch, although usually the 

arrangements '\Vere made to fit in \Vith parents' cornrnitrnents. A. parent met 

the two children at kindergarten and took them home to play. The children 

enjoyed each other's company and sought each other out when arriving at 

the kindergarten. 

Some friends like Nigel and Geraldine talked about a relationship for the 

future. 



Nigel: I'm gonna be a Dad. 
Geraldine: I'm going to be a Mum. 
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Eileen: M_rnm How many children do you think you'll have? 
Nigel: One. 
Geraldine: Two or one like Nigel. and Mum 
Eileen: Well Mummy's got one. Nigel hasn't, he's got more than one. 
Nigel: Yeah. I've got one baby, one boy, Darrin, Paul, John and there's me. 
Eileen: Are you going to have five children when you are a dad? 
Nigel: Mmm yes. Five children and one girl. 
Eileen: You'd like a girl in your family? 
Geraldine: I know, me and Nigel might .... Me and Nigel might get married, 
anyway eh Nigel? 
Eileen: You don't know do you? 
Geraldine: No we don't. (8/3/96) 

Ray found his friend Nesta often delighted or depressed him. 

Ray rushed in to tell me he had fastened Nesta's shoes. "She hugged me", he said. 
(22/11195) 

Ray is looking glum and says that Nesta won't play with him. (28/11195) 

Nesta also made demands on Ray outside school as she asked him to 

accompany her to her dancing class, which he did reluctantly. 

Eileen: What about Nesta, does she ever come round and play? 
Ray: Sometimes. She's shifted. 
Eileen: Has she? Where has she gone? 
Ray: To a new house. 
Eileen: Is it still in this area? Is it going to be far away? 
Ray: It's fm far away, right down there. 
Eileen: Is she still going to kindie though? 
Ray: Yeah. But she went to dance class and kept asking me to go but, I said no, 
but she wanted me to, so I went. 
Eileen: Went Where? 
Ray: To dance class. 
Eileen; I didn't know you went to dancing class. 
Ray: No it's dance class. Nesta wanted me to go with her. 
Eileen: She wanted you to go to dancing class with her? 
Ray: And I had to watch her, 'cause she said, could you please watch me at dance 
class, I said no. She kept saying yes. But I went. (Throws up his hands 
with resigned air) 
Eileen: What did they do? 
Ray: Dance. 
Eileen: What kind of dancing, tap dancing, ballet dancing or rock 'n roll ? 
Ray: T don't know. 
Eileen: You don't know. Did you join in? 
Ray: I just did "Pop Goes the Weasel". 
Eileen: That sounds quite good. 'Cause you sing really well don't you? 
Ray: 'Cause you had to touch the wall, you had to touch the wall, I didn't count 
to five, I only counted to four. One, two, three, four. I only counted up 
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to there. 
Eileen: Do you think Nesta's your best friend at kindie or is there somebody else 
you'd r~ther pl~y with? 
Ray: No. She always wants me to play with me. 
Eileen: No, but you don't have to play with her. 
Ray: 'Cause I want to play with her. (20/10/95) 

When Nesta left the area Ray had little contact as he was dependent on his 

mother to arrange a meeting. For Ray the relationship with Nesta was not 

always easy and he seemed to be the one who complied with Nesta's 

demands. Dyadic friendships involved disagreements sometimes but the 

relationship was of two children who got pleasure from each other's 

company. 

Group friendships were less difficult, in that when one child was unco

operative or unfriendly there were others to fill the gap. A group of girls 

maintained a friendship throughout the length of the study. Krista, Anne, 

Chelsea visited each other at home and played together in the kindergarten. 

usually included in the group were Geraldine and Bridget. The parents of 

the children were friends and I felt that this contributed greatly to the 

friendship, also the children lived in the same area. In kindergarten the girls 

were dressed similarly, often in long fashionable dresses (making it difficult 

to do physical activities) and pretty trimmed sun hats. Being female and 

pretty seemed important to them and to their parents. They giggled with 

each other while playing chasing games, climbing and jumping off the 

climbing frames and playing in the sand pit. Bridget moved out of the area at 

the beginning of the study although she remained at the same kindergarten 

and was still included in group friendship. Krista and Anne were the leaders 

of the group. Vlhen Anne left to go to school Krista became the leader in 

that whatever she did, the other girls wanted to do the same. It was very 

rare that Krista was seen on her own. Krista went to the same school as 

Anne and the friendship continued, in that they chose to sit next to each 

other in class. They helped each other in the classroom setting and enjoyed 

shared events from their past. 
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Krista sits next to Anne her friend from kindie days. Anne talks to her about her 
drawing, Krista smiles then Anne briefly comments on Krista's work. Krista 
checks frequently with Anne's work. 

At "newstime" Krista gave her news. She showed a heart shaped jewel box with 
three bracelets in it. Anne asked where she had got it. Krista gave a big smile and 
said, "For my birthday." It would appear that Anne knew this. 

Krista eventually decided after about ten minutes what she wanted to play with. She 
wanted Anne to play with it too. I suggested that she go and ask Anne. The teacher 
told Anne to help Krista and said she could choose. Anne came over and helped. 
Krista sorted out the pegs and put them in two boxes then she helped Anne pack 
away. (17/2/96) 

When I asked Krista about Chelsea on my last home visit, she said that she 

was still her friend but she did not play with her much. The identification of 

friendship was there but time spent playing together no longer took place. To 

Krista, friendship with Chelsea continued as a remembered experience. At 

that time nothing was happening in their relationship but nothing had 

occurred to destroy it. It could be described as "relationship inertia". 

Another friendship group of girls formed in the kindergarten, and again 

they played together, visited each other at home, and had lunch together. 

This friendship also continued into school. With group friendships that I 

observed there was usually one child who was the leader, and in this group 

she was a dominant little girl. Dora was a friend of Lilly and Lara, but 

continued to identify her best friend as Berta who was older, and who had 

begun school ahead of her and would always be in the class ahead. She rarely 

played with Berta during school time and the friendship depended on 

visiting each other's houses. Dora's strong commitment to Berta as a friend 

seemed to rely on remembered experiences. 

Eileen: Is Lilly your best friend at school? 
Dora: No. 
Eileen: Who is your best friend? 
Dora: Berta. 
Eileen: You don't see her much do you? 
Oora: Yeah. 
Eileen: I remember last time when I asked about Berta, you said you didn't play 
with her. 
Dora: No 'cause Lilly makes me stop playing with her 'cause she likes me too. 
( 117/96) 
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Group friendships give the impression of being more fluid and less 

demanding. When one of the group is absent the other children continue 

playing as usual. 

How important are friendships in the transition from kindergarten to school 

There is a belief amongst parents and teachers, that knowing children in 

the class will help ease the transition. When the child was about to leave the 

kindergarten, part of the ceremony involved identifying familiar children 

who are already in the class at school. However, when observing children on 

the first day of school there was often little acknowledgement from the child 

already in the class, and a lack of recognition from the new child. Angus and 

Lilly knew each other well from kindergarten. 

Eileen: So were yon alright when you saw Angus? 
Lilly: No. 
Eileen: You were still a bit scared were you? 
Lilly: Yeah, 'cause I thought it was somebody else. 
Eileen: Oh. Did he look different? 
Lilly: No. 
Eileen: Why did you think it was somebody else then? 
Lilly: I think it looks- I can't remember. (2/12/%) 

On her first day although Krista was reunited with Anne, her good friend 

from kindie days, she still clung to her mother and made no attempt to join 

her friend. She was tentative about approaching Anne and Anne made no 

attempt to talk to her. On Geraldine's first day her close friend Nigel ignored 

her totally and Geraldine made contact only after encouragement from me. 

There was little dialogue, yet in the kindergarten environment these two 

children played and talked together daily. They often spent time with each 

other at home and had certainly shared many experiences. Charles knew at 

least five children well when he entered school. His brother and friends 

were also available, yet Charles complained of not having anyone to play 

with. Tom also knew many of the children in the class, but his special friend 

Ella had gone to another school. In spite of knowing other children in the 

class, the transition for him was difficult with many tears and unhappiness. 

Few of the children had special friendships, though they did know many of 

the children from their days in the kindergarten. 
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What is the effect of having no friends at the time of transition? 
Three of the children went to schools where they knew no-one from the 

kindergarten they had attended. Bridget was familiar with the teacher and the 

classroom, as her sister had attended the school and she had often 

accompanied her mother when she had picked up her sister. However, 

Bridget knew none of the children in the class yet made the transition 

smoothly. She seemed able to talk with the other children and was accepted 

quickly by two girls with similar interests. By my second visit, a week later, 

she had made good friends with two girls and interacted well with other 

children in the class. 

David had a strong friendship with Brian at the kindergarten but then the 

family moved to another part of the town. David left his friend Brian at his 

old kindergarten and enroled in another kindergarten closer to his new 

home. Here he attended for three months before moving on to school. He 

played with children in the kindergarten, and on each of my visits 

introduced me to a friend, but they did not seem of lasting quality, and often 

when I visited he was playing alone. He went to school on the day that the 

school was having an Art week. This meant that David was not in his own 

class with the usual new entrant children but mixed in with children from all 

classes. His teacher did arrange for him to stay with her which was of great 

importance, as otherwise he would have to go to another class in another 

classroom when he had had no time to familiarise himself to his own teacher 

and classroom. David's bewilderment when I visited him at break on his 

first day was very real and he seemed very glad to see me. He clutched my 

hand and we talked about the events taking place around us. The whole 

school was waiting outside the hall and they were in prearranged groups of 

mixed ages. There seemed little order to an outsider and as I was also 

unfamiliar with the school I was little help in explaining to David what was 

going on. When I visited two weeks later he had formed a friendship with a 

boy, which seemed tenuous on the occasions I visited the school. David 

often referred to his friend Brian, whom he continued to see for the 
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following three years albeit infrequently. Like Krista it appears that 

friendships can survive even when children are not in frequent contact, yet it 

can be questioned whether this relationship constitutes friendship given the 

criteria for friendship already discussed. 

Kathy had already made a difficult transition to one school in that she was 

crying, bed-wetting, having tantrums about going to school, so she was 

moved to another school further from her home. She settled into this 

school well even though she knew no other child. She did not seem to talk 

to any of the children even when the opportunity arose. She was joined at 

the school by a child from her kindergarten, Jenny. The two of them 

supported each other even though the opportunity to play with dolls, cots 

and prams, which had been their favourite play activity in the kindergarten, 

had gone. 

After three months the teacher reported that Kathy was beginning to make 

friends with children other than Jenny. On the last home visit Kathy talked 

a lot about Elizabeth whom she drew a picture of, and defined as her friend in 

that they spent time together in school. She also visited her at home and 

Elizabeth came to Kathy's house to play. 

When I saw these children on my visits to their schools, although they did 

not have friends or familiar peers on school entry, they seemed to settle as 

well as the children who entered school knowing other children. 

Do friendships last during the transition? 
During the eighteen months of the study most of the dyadic friendships 

had discontinued as is shown in the following table. 
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Table 5. Friendship composition and transition 

Friendship Dyad Gender Schools Continued 
at school 

Ella/ Tom Cross gender Different No 

Brian/David Same gender Different No 

Krista! Anne * Same gender Same Yes 

Ray/Nesta* Cross gender Different No 

Nigel/Geraldine Cross gender Same Yes 

Chris/Jenn.y* Cross oender Same No 

* Child not in study 

Krista and Anne continued their friendship. They sat next to each other in 

class and usually played with each other at break times. They visited each 

other at home and went to each other's birthday parties. Geraldine and Nigel 

continued their friendship though not openly at school. The continuation of 

cross-gender friendships is unlikely because of teasing which occurs. The 

boy is likely to be called a "girl" because he likes playing with girls, or a 

girlfriend/boyfriend element is observed. Because of their parents' 

association the two children continued to see each other outside school, and 

both children were in the After School Care programme. Each took an 

interest in the other's activities at school. 

The other friendships discontinued apparently because of house moves, 

different schools or adult interference. An element of sexuality crept into 

cross gender friendships with some children. This is illustrated in this 

conversation with Lilly. 

Eileen: You used to be really good friends with Angus in kindie - do you play with 
him now or not? 
Lilly: Um can't. 
Eileen: Can't? Why? 
Lilly: I did today 'cause um ... they were playing um ... 
Eileen: They were playing what? 
Lilly: Um .. Action man. 
Eileen: Action ... Oh. 
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Lilly: And that has a girl in it instead of that playing action man. Jack, he's in Room 
12, he kept on coming up to me to try and kiss me. (Giggles) 
Eileen: To kiss you? 
Lilly: Probably kiss me or do something else. 
Eileen: What did you do? 
Lilly: Nothing, I just wented in. Started it. Jack did. 
Eileen: Did you kiss him back? 
Lilly: No. He didn't kiss me. Urn .. He said, I'm sexy, though. (Puts her hand to 
her mouth and giggles again) 
Eileen: What does that mean? 
Lilly: I don't know. 
Eileen: Maybe he thinks you look pretty. Maybe that's what he thinks. 
Lilly: Nah. He thinks he's, . .l'm .. in love with him. 
Eileen: Do you think he is? 
Lilly: He thinks he's in love with me. 
Eileen: Oh I see. 
Lilly: He thinks I'm in love with him, but I'm not. 
Eileen: That's a bit disappointing for him .. 
Lilly: I'm only in love with Angus. (Screams with laughter) 
Eileen: Angus is a special person is he? 
Lilly: Tricked yer. Nah. I don't really. (2/12/%) 

In summary the other four cross gender friendships had stopped mainly 

because of location or adult interference. One same gender friendship 

continued in spite of the children not attending the same school, as each child 

still considered the other a friend in spite of not seeing each other for long 

periods of time. Most friendships of this nature are dependant on the 

willingness of parents to set up times and locations of meetings. Many of the 

children became friendly with someone they had known at the kindergarten, 

even though there was not a friendship at that time. 

It is difficult to judge whether young children themselves fully understand 

what friends are. Adults use the term, children listen and model the 

behaviour of adults with their friends. Children also learn the skills of 

friendship from peers, parents and teachers. Their own early attempts at 

friendships meet with varying success. Parents and teachers talk about 

friendships and children select what is relevant for them from those 

dialogues. Children are expected to have friends and to want to go to school 

with friends. They are expected to visit friends' homes, and it is accepted that 

friends are good to have. Most of the children had few expectations of 

friends other than liking and sharing fun with another child. Opportunities 
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for doing this within the school environment are limited to mid-morning 

breaks which are short and lunch times, as most of the child's time is directed 

into activities within the classroom. 

Children's friendships are not independent of the actions of parents and 

teachers, since they provide the opportunities for friendships to develop, as 

Krista and Anne were allowed to sit together and also visited each other with 

their parents' co-operation. Early friendships between young children are 

often the result of parents getting together, so the context provided by adults 

has a major influence on children's social interactions. Ella's parents were 

friendly with Tom's family, who was also friendly with Charles' family. The 

families met socially, adults and children were all on friendly terms. If a 

reciprocal relationship develops between two children, the continuation of 

the relationship is still dependent on parents, especially when the two 

children are separated because of attending different early childhood centres 

or schools. The child may ask to meet the friend, but the parent will find 

reasons not to do so if the meeting no longer fits with the parent's plans. 

This occurred with Tom and Ella where their friendship discontinued 

because their mothers were no longer in contact, and Ella's mother in 

particular felt it was a meaningless friendship in that it was cross-gender, and 

the children attended different schools. Young children cannot go alone to 

visit a friend even though the friend may live only a few streets away, and it 

is rare for a young child to phone without an adult to help. The results of 

this study have highlighted the dependency of children on their parents for 

the maintenance of friendships. 

In the kindergarten the children in this study played with a variety of 

friends. Some children were the playmates of many different children 

without being singled out as a special friend. Such children tend to be 

sociable and sho\V no aggression. Their names \Vere mentioned by many 

children yet a close reciprocal relationship did not often develop. Other 

children did develop reciprocal relationships, yet when they started school 

these friendships often met with difficulties. Teachers made decisions about 
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seating arrangements, class changes were made without consultation with the 

children, or consideration of the importance of the friendships they had 

developed. Parents were warned about the distracting influence of a friend, 

and pressure from parent and teacher could be placed on the child to 

discontinue the relationship. 

It became clear from this study that perhaps greater importance is attached 

to friendships at this early age that is generally accepted. The children who 

entered schools not knowing anyone, seemed to cope as well as those 

children who entered r-nowing several children, and knowing does not mean 

having a friendship. Some children who knew, or were friends with others 

in the class, had a difficult or unhappy transition. Children in New Zealand 

usually enter alone. Given the fleetingness of some young children's 

friendships, it could be suggested that the weeks or months when the 

children are no longer in contact, are enough for a friendship to lapse. Thus 

the child entering a classroom which contained friends, no longer identified 

them as friends because of the time lapse. None of the children in this study 

entered school accompanied by close friends. It is suggested that entering 

school with a close friend makes the transition easier, but having familial 

peers or acquaintances makes little difference to the ease of the transition, or 

to a positive attitude to school. Only two instances of continuing friendships 

were observed in this study so it was difficult to make a clear connection 

between ease of transition and friendship. 

II The family 

The importance of the family in a child's life is taken for granted, and the 

word family is used frequently with young children. Although my 

observations and conversations gave me a good idea of how the children 

viewed the family, it was of value to assess the children's understanding of 

the concept of family. On the second visit to their homes, which was within 

a week of their fifth birthdays, I used Duplo plastic figures to access their 
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views and understanding of family relationships. To introduce the session I 

asked the children use the figures to set up their own families. 

Who belongs in your family? 

The children were very careful to select figures that had some physical 

feature of their actual parent, usually by hair colour. Mother, father and 

siblings if any, were selected and frequently pets. The children were 

surprised that I had not provided them with animals to choose from, either a 

dog, cat or bird. Some children used a plastic figure to represent their pet. 

Lilly, whose parents had recently separated, still included her absent father in 

the family group. Geraldine, who had a solo mother, included her maternal 

grandparents and her uncles . Then she also included her paternal 

grandparents and eventually her natural father. She definitely excluded her 

mother's current partner; he was not part of the family. 

If you wanted to make any changes in your family what would you do? 

Most of the children found this a difficult question and simply answered 

"No". I expanded the question with the idea of an extra brother or sister. 

Chris commented that he would like "a little mouse and a fish and a bunny 

rabbit" in his family. 

Brian wanted a bigger family perhaps three sisters who were bigger. (27/6/%) 

Dora remarked,"!' d like a baby but I can't get one." (117/96) 

Kathy also wanted a baby, or two, or three preferably female. (20/5/96) 

When Ella was asked about changes: 

Ella: Put Tom in. 
Eileen: You'd put another boy in? 
Ella: And put another girl in. (27/2/%) 

Charles became confused with the enormity of choosing a different family. 

Charles: No, I don't know, I don't know what I would do. (Pauses) I would like 
to be in a family that had two more boys, or a girl and a boy. 
Eileen: You'd like to be in a family with a boy and a girl, or two more boys? 
Charles: I just like to live, this is the .. .llike my brothers. I don't want them to go 
away. (12/8/%) 

The children found it difficult to imagine changing their families and were 

content keeping the family the way it was. 
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What kind of family would you like to belong to? 

Even though a make believe element was introduced to help the children 

think imaginatively, it was difficult for them to answer. 

Charles: I would like to live next door. Do you know who lives next door? Sean. 
Eileen: So you'd rather live in that family than this family? 
Charles: Nods 
Eileen: Has Sean got any brothers or sisters? 
Charles: Yeah, he's only got a sister. Yeah, that's all they've got. 
Eileen: That's all they've got? 
Charles: John, Kelly, Amanda, Sean. (12/8/%) 

On further questioning Charles explains that the reason he wanted to belong 

to the family next door was because Sean had heaps of toys. 

Walter also toyed with the idea of being a member of his neighbour's 

family. He was a great admirer of Angus, who was some months older. He 

wanted to go to the same school and often reported what Angus had said. 

The Duplo figures were then used to illustrate the following vignettes, and 

the question was asked, "Is this a family?" (Appendix B) 

Two parents and two children 

Without hesitation all the children agreed that this constituted a family. 

Two parents and one child 

Nine of the children accepted this as a family but Ray disagreed even though 

his own family consisted of Mum, Dad and himself. 

Charles when asked looked at me, thought about it, smiled then shook his 

head. 

Charles: No 
Eileen: You don't think they are? 
Charles: No. 
Eileen: Any reason? 
Charles: 'Cause they only have one child. (12/8/96) 



239 

~.1other only and children 
Half of the children agreed and half disagreed. 

Bridget: That still makes a family. Because the father will be dead, and still make a 
family. (17/5/96) 

Walter: Yes, 'cause a Mum, and a Dad was a father what dies. 
Eileen: Right Walter. 
Walter: Or it got thrown in the sea and got drowned. (17/9/96) 

For those children who disagreed, the reason was that there was no father. 

Father only and children 
Walter continued with his sea explanation which supported his acceptance 

of this family grouping. 

Walter: Yes if Mum fell in the sea and dies, and drowned or got eaten by a shark or 
dies or went away. (17/9/96) 

David was unsure and when asked if it was a family answered, "Not quite". 

l\1arried couple with no children 
Nine of the children said this could not be a family and cited that there 

were no children so no family. 

Simon: No, it isn't a family if they don't have children. (10/4/96) 

Lilly: Because they haven't got any Mums and Dads. 

Brian: No. When they haven't got any people-if I took- if a Daddy tooks the people 
they will say -where have the wee people gone? (27/6/96) 

Dora accepted that having children was a choice and the couple could still be a 

family. 

Dora: Some people don't have children. (117/96) 

A number of children understood the likelihood of children being added at a 

later date. These children drew on their own knowledge of babies and where 

they came from. 

Kathy: They're still a family too. 
Eileen: Are they still a family too? 
Kathy: 'Cause when they get a fat tummy when they're married they get another 
baby. (20/5/96) 



240 

Walter: Not yet, but they'll have a baby. The Mum will have a fat tummy, and that 
means she will have a baby. My mummy had a fat tummy 'cause she was having 
H~rry. (!7/9/%) 

Bridget: Yeah, because it's just that they haven't had a baby yet. (17/5/%) 

Parents with children but the parents did not love each other. 
Most of the children accepted this as a family. 

Dora: 'Cause they'lllove each other one day. 
Eileen: Y eh, could be. 
Dora: Maybe he would like that one better and they might not fight. (117/%) 

Chris: Yeah. 'cause they still like their children. (7/2/%) 

Brian: Yeah. (He picks up the figures and manipulates them They're just trying to 
get arms round and kiss. 
Eileen: They don't like each other any more. 
Brian: It's a growly family. (27/6/96) 

Geraldine: And what about if the kids are there? 
Eileen: Is it still a family? 
Geraldine: H~hmmmmm. What about if the kid was arguing? 
Eileen: Would it still be a family? 
Geraldine: Mmmm. What if their brother and a wee sister argued? (3/9/%) 

Three siblings living without parents 
The children found this a difficult idea and needed more explanation. 

Walter: What happens if there was no Mum and Dad? 
Eileen: What if there were three children? 
Walter: What happens if they were only babies? (17/9/%) 

Brian: No. 
Eileen: You need to have a Mum and Dad do you? 
Brian: I have to. 
Eileen: You have to? 
Brian: 'Cause I'd be sad. (27/6/%) 

Geraldine: Because they would. Mum and Dad died. 
Eileen: Mum and Dad could die couldn't they? 
Geraldine: And they would be children like this. (3/9/%) 

Mother, child and a stepfather 
The term stepfather was not understood by any of the children. After I 

had explained what the term meant the grouping was accepted as a family. 

None of the children lived in a family where remarriage had taken place so 

they had no experience of this arrangement. None of the children spoke of 

anyone they knew in this situation. 
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Table 6 illustrates the findings. There were fourteen children from the 

sample who took part. 

Table6 

Percentage of children agreeing or disagreeing on the acceptance of the 

vignettes as families. 

Vignettes Agree as% TotalN- Disagree as % TotalN-

Two parents, two children 100 14 0 0 

Two parents, one child 71 10 29 4 

Mother and children 50 7 50 7 

Father and children 50 7 50 7 

Married couple, no children 36 5 164 9 

Two parents 64 9 136 5 

Three siblings, no parents 50 7 50 7 

Mother, child, stepfather 86 12 14 2 

N=14 

The results of this study show that children were an essential component 

to be accepted as a family. None of the research viewed questioned children 

of five years of age, so my findings that the children were ignorant of the 

vocabulary used cannot be compared. Other research has found that many 

children have experience of step-fathers and divorce and are well able to 

understand the vignettes. None of the children in my study had this 

experience, so were unable to understand. 

The second set of vignettes investigated the children's understanding of 

family members. 

Grandparents 

A third of the children in this sample did not include grandparents as 

members as the family. Most interesting were the comments some of the 

cbildren added. 



Eileen: Are they part of the family? 
Brian: We've just got two. 
Eileen: You've got two? 
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Brian: No, they've just got two 'cause they haven't got any wee people. They've 
got two. (That is grandparents living without young children) (27/6/96) 

Chris: Gran and Granddad Gordy 
Eileen: Okay. 
Chris: You can't have Gordy. 
Eileen: Why? 
Chris: He's not my granddad. 
Eileen: He isn't ? Why? 
Chris: 'Cause he isn't, so we had these two, they got married. 
Eileen: Are grandparents part of the family? 
Chris: Yep. 'Cause he lives in ... M------- .. 
Eileen: That's right. 
Chris: And Gran lives in Wanaka, and there's the wife he used to have lives in his 
old house. (7/2/96) 

David: Yeah. Even if they don't live with each other. (16/4/96) 

Lilly: Mmmm(nods). And so is grandmas and aunts and uncles. (26/7/96) 

Simon: My grandma and granddad live by themselves and they don't have anyone 
to come and see them. (10/4/96) 

Father 1vho lives outside the home. 

Again the children had difficulty understanding the story. I had to explain 

and illustrate why a father would not be living with his family. I linked it 

with the mother, child and stepfather vignette. Sometimes the conversation 

became very complicated as the children added to the story. 

Walter: Does the Dad go somewhere else and live? 
Eileen: Say to Christchurch. 
Walter: No. 'Cause he'll marry someone else. 
Eileen: so he'll make a new family. 
Walter: Yeah, he'll make a new family. And what happens if, he went to 
live ... what happens if he went to live in Africa? 
Eileen: If yonr dad went to live in Africa would he still be part of your family? 
Walter: Well he would if! went with him. (17/9/96) 

Brian could not grasp the idea of Dad living anywhere else, even though I 

tried to illustrate with make believe situations. 

Brian: If Mum lived away ... away ... away with Dad we would still be a family. If 

we went to live with them in Christchurch. (17/9/96) 
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David: Nah he isn't. 
Eileen: Why do you think that? 
David: 'Cause he's got, she's got married to him (the new husband). 
Eileen: To someone else? 
David: Yeah. (16/4/96) 

If Mum remarried was Dad still a family member? 

A general agreement that he was, because he still loved his children, 

although Dora commented shaking her head, "But they don't live together." 

For some of the children physically being in the same place was important. 

Brother in a different country 

For the children the concept of a brother who did not live with them was 

unlikely. When I attempted to make the story more plausible by using their 

own siblings, the children expressed sadness, as they imagined the situation 

as really happening. 

Brian: But I'll be sad. 
Eileen: But say Troy wanted to go to university in Australia. 
Brian: Then he'll come hack? 
Eileen: Sure. Is he stiil a part of your family? 
Brian: Mmmmm, yeah. He's at school today. (27/6/96) 

Ray had a brother from a previous relationship of his father's, who lived in 

another city, however, Ray was adamant he wasn't a member of the family. 

Is a boyfriend/girlfriend a family member? 

Only one child had experience of a boyfriend living with her mother and 

she did not include him as a family member. 

By this stage many of the children were very tired and not at all keen to 

continue. Few children responded to the last three vignettes commenting it 

was too hard, or they wanted to go outside, or do something else. As my 

relationship with the children allowed their views to be respected no pressure 

was placed on the children to answer if they did not wish to. 
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Table7 

Percentage of children agreeing and disagreeing about family members in 

different vignettes 

-F-·an1ilyme-m6ers--_:=_-::_ I Agc:.:re:::-e:..:a=·s-:::"'=~u_--_-~_-_-_-;-N-'--=--~-:::-:::_-_---+===-=-=:::..:.=-----'-'--1 
Grandparents 64 9 

Father away from home 58 

Brother in different country 64 

Mum remarried, is Dad a 80 
family member? _l:_ 
Mum, children and 71 
bo friend 

8 

9 

11 

10 

-----------------~---------------------

Two parents and two or three children were unanimously accepted as a 

family and a couple with no children rejected though not as strongly as other 

research has found. The children did draw on their own experiences to make 

decisions, but their ignorance of divorce and step families was surprising 

given that adult understanding of the commonality of changing family 

structures and the demise of the traditional family is widely held. Even 

when children had experience within their own family, they were reluctant 

to acknowledge the reality of their own situation. They were unfamiliar 

with the language, which puzzled me given the frequency such words as 

"divorce" and "stepfather" seem to be used both in real life, and on 

television. When attempting to explain the terms using a context that the 

children would understand, some became quite upset at the thought of a 

brother leaving or mother not being there. They identified the situation 

immediately with themselves. 

Their own experiences supported their views that parents living together 

with their children were essential to identify them as a family. The one child 

with separated parents did not see her father as outside the family, simply 

because he lived in a different place. She spent a lot of time with her father 

and went on holiday with him. At the time of the study, however, the 
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separation was fairly recent so whether the close relationship continued is 

unknown. 

Although the children were eager to help me complete the activity, they 

quickly became uninterested. They enjoyed playing with the figures and 

arranged all manner of family groupings asking me if they were a family. 

The urge to use all the figures in one family led to imaginative relationships 

being given to each figure. The children had no problem setting up a family 

with fourteen people living in the same house, which leaves me with a 

suspicion that the line between reality and fantasy is very fine. 

Allowing the children to talk and expand on the stories was more effective 

than a simple no/ yes answer although some of the children did give a simple 

reply. As stated earlier allowing the opportunity to reflect on their answers, 

even to refuse to answer, gives a different dimension to the findings. The 

transcripts do not reflect the responses of the children on the video when 

they were unsure, or the change of tactics when they became bored. 

Earlier studies usually took place in the school setting where perhaps the 

children would be more interested in taking part because it gave them time 

out of the classroom, answering questions for an adult who valued their 

responses. The novelty of the experience may have helped the researcher 

keep the children's interest for a half hour interview. Older children's views 

have been accessed who were perhaps more aware of the vocabulary used. 

For these children being in their own home with someone who was more 

a friend than a researcher, may have added an extra dimension to this 

method of accessing their understanding of the concept of the family. 

The family at the time of transition 

Mother 

The family can be viewed as the focal point in the lives of children and for 

the children in this study mother was the pivot around which everything 

revolved. \Vhenever a decision \Vas to be Inade, the usual reply \Vas, nrll 
have to ask Mum." Whether the child wanted to play with another child or 
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invite a child to play it was mother who decided. If clothes were purchased, 

it was Mother who took the child shopping and helped choose. It was 

Mother who influenced what was to be worn and what kind of food was 

offered. Mother attended to the children's physical needs and was there to 

provide emotional support. For the children in this study their mothers 

provided love, comfort and learning. 

Many of the visits which were made to the homes were when mothers 

were present. They often prompted the child into speaking about things 

which they thought would be of interest to me. Most illustrate the shared 

understanding which develops between mother and child, and her ability to 

give hints to the child so s/he could then explain to me. This knowledge 

would be useful in the classroom setting, where mother could easily connect 

what is being taught, to real life events to which the child could relate. 

Brian: I've got a skate board 
Mum: And a sandpit and a ... 
Brian: Not a sand pit. Mum I'm hungry. 
Mum: Are you? (Mum talks to me about the holiday) 
Brian: Mum, I'm hungry. (17 /1/96) 

Brian's claims of being hungry were made several times during the visit. 

Mother made little response to his claims. Brian did as he was bid and 

showed me various pieces of play equipment. As this was the first home 

visit Mother seemed to feel she had to tell Brian what he could do. 

Mum: Show Eileen the trampoline. You'll have to go very carefully- 'cause you're 
inside, on the concrete. 
(Brian jumps very gingerly on a rebounder.) 
Mum: Yon can go a bit harder than that. Yon 're not going to boing off. 
Brian: Mum- how does that fit on there? 
Mum: Get that out- it's your favourite present. (a skateboard) 
Brian: I know. 
Eileen: Can you balance on it? 
Brian: No. (Brian kneels on the skate board and pushes it around a bit. (1711/96) 

David's mother used my visit for David to explain her safety precautions. 

They had moved to a new house which had internal glass french doors. 

David had bumped into the closed glass doors on a couple of occasions, so 

mother had decided a remedy needed to be found. 
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Mum: You tell Eileen why we put those on there? 
David: So somebody won't bump into them.(Stickers on glass door) 
Mum: Some little person kept w~lking into the gl~ss didn't you? (16/4/96) 

Ella's mother wanted Ella to explain about a tree which had fallen down 

but Ella was unable to focus on why mother wanted her to tell me about the 

tree and merely stated a fact about the tree which she had observed. 

Mum: What happened to the tree out the front? (Mother is putting out the washing) 
Ella: It's going green 
Mum: No, love. 
Ella: What? (21111196) 

Children were prompted to "Tell Eileen" or "Show Eileen" a variety of 

things such as graduation ceremonies, events on holidays, or visits to the 

dentist. Sometimes the child would remain tongue tied, or change the 

subject. Mother would then tell about the event and ask for confirmation 

from the crjld. When mother was present, the child appeared to lose the 

freedom to lead the conversation which was present when alone with me. 

Mum: Charles. 
Charles: What Mum? 
Mum: Are you going to show Eileen the bikes? 
Charles: We've got thistles in here. Hey, Mum, I found a thistle. 
Mum: A thistle? Maybe you should dig it out. (1317/96) 

(Mother helps stick up a picture of a lion that l have brought for W?Jter as 
lions are his main interest) 
Walter: Yeh Mum. I need it sticked up. You hold it you hold it (as he disappears 
from the room and returns with sellotape). 
Mum: Have you told Eileen that we are going to decorate this room for you? 
Walter: Yep, yep. There's no cellotape. 
Mum: I'll have to get some more then. 
Walter: Yep. Do you know my mum's name? 
Eileen: No, what's your mum's name? 
Walter: Bethany Green. (22/2/96) 

Chris's mother was there to instruct and scaffold an activity which 

involved quite complex gluing. She continued with her chores while 

directing Chris from across the room. 

Chris begins to mend his garage so Mother allows him to stick the pumps on. 

Mum: And then a little bit onto your block as well at the same time. So, do the 
block but where you haven't painted it. You've left a little bit down the bottom, did 
yon leave a little bit that wasn't painted? Give it a wee bit of a squeeze. ( 14/10/96) 
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Charles' mother was also available to help when he wanted to show me 

the computer. This is another good example of scaffolding which mothers 

offered to their children. 

Charles: I'm allowed to use it only when Mum says. I'll just run and tell Mum. 
You come with me. Put your jaudals on again. Mum, can I show Eileen the 
computer? 
Mum: Yes of course. You have to be careful though. 
Eileen: And which one are you going to show me? 
Charles: I'll show you Munga. (Mum pops over and checks it). 
Mum: Would you like to sit up as well? (to younger brother, Patrick) 
Charles: I just have to put in the CD. (Gets out the CD and loads it) Hey Mum can 
you help me get Munga? 
Mum: Certainly. What is it in- "I can read"'? You just have to put this mouse on 
'I can read.' Do it twice- two clicks. Good boy. 
Patrick: Mum, come on (shouting loudly). Muuuum (loudly). 
Charles: Quiet. 
Mum: Just listen. 
Charles: Mungo is a big story. (13/2/96) 

It was revealing that the children's comments on a variety of things 

illustrated their relationship with their mothers. Rarely was there any 

criticism of mother, although a comment about Mother being cross 

sometimes occurred. 

Geraldine was the only child in the sample who had grown up with her 

mother only. Their relationship involved friendship as well as love and 

care. As Geraldine and her mother had lived with her maternal 

grandparents for most of her four years, being in a flat with only her mother, 

was a new experience for her. 

Eileen: Does Mum read to you at night? 
Geraldine: Yes. She growls at me and I growl at her as well. 
Eileen: What's it like sleeping with mum? Okay? 
Geraldine: Yeah. 
Eileen: Do you go to sleep before she goes to bed? 
Geraldine: l go to bed before she goes - I go to bed before she goes to sleep. I 
don't go to sleep if she's .. , if she falls to sleep first, and I don't 'cause I just 
stay awake for ages. I stayed awake for a very loug time, and if I'm tired I 
just go to sleep. (12/2/%) 

Geraldine: And Kylie, she's my Godmother, and she's Mummy's friend. She 
doesn't growl at me, but this Mummy does. 
Eileen: And do yon help Mum with the cooking?. 
Geraldine: Urn, no, I'm not allowed to help. (12/2/%) 
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Children enjoyed giving gifts to their mothers, which illustrates the 

relationship which they shared The activity of wrapping and giving presents 

was understood by all the children and was acted out often in the 

kindergarten. Dora understood her role as present wrapper in the home was 

an important one. Dora was given no responsibility in choosing a Christmas 

gift, as Mother bought a gift for herself, from Dora, but she helped in the 

wrapping. 

Eileen: And what did you buy your mum for Christmas? 
Dora: Urn, she buyed it for her, but I told her for Christmas and I do the sellotape 
and we bringed it. (15/11%) 

The children did provide Mother with gifts usually drawings or something 

that they had made. 

Chris: Ooops (he hides his drawing as Mum comes into the room). 
Eileen: Vv'hy isn't mum allowed to look? 
(Chris starts to mime something about the picture) 
Eileen: It's her picture? 
Chris: Yeah. I'm doing it for her. There you go, it's all finished. 
Eileen: That one's for your mum then? 
Chris: "To Mother". I'll put, on the back. Where is the felt? 
Eileen: So we know it's for Mum. 
Chris: Oops, green, green, green. ee oops ee oops ee .. .I'm going to give it to 
her. (Goes off to give Mum her drawing then returns). 
Chris: And when Mummy's done the other coat in her bedroom, the paint in her 
bedroom. 
Eileen: She's going to put it on the wall? 
Chris: Yeah. ( 14/1 0/96) 

The children took great pride in the drawings they had done and when the 

drawing or painting was for mother, they were extra careful. In the 

kindergarten there were many opportunities for the children to paint and 

present the paintings to their mothers. Once in school this availability of 

"presents" for mother was rarely accessible. 

Eileen: These are lovely pictures that you've been doing. 
Lilly: That's my Mum's, that's my Mum's Christmas ones. 
Eileen: That is very nice? 
Lilly: Do you want to see all of it? (15/1/96) 

The children also took great pride in mother's achievements. Tom when 

showing me round his house pointed out many craft items made by his 

mother. 
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Tom: Just collect stones for Mum to paint. 
Eileen: Did mum paint these? 
Tom: They're the ones. (1/11/95) 

Ella asked her mother to draw for her and heaped praise on her for her ability. 

Ella: I'm going to get Mum to do it. 
Mum: Oh,OK. 
Ella: Mum can you come and draw a lion for me. 
Mum: A what? 
Ella: A lion. 
Mum: Me? 
Ella: Yeah. A lion in the jungle. (Mum comes in and looks at the crayons) 
Mmm this colour. This colour. 
Mum: A cat, can I draw a big cat instead? What's it going to be? 
Ella: Urn, there. 
Mum: There? 
Ella: And then you can do the hair on it. 
Mum: It's going to be a lion looking a bit like a big cat 
Ella: And then can do the hair bit. The hair on the head 
Eileen: Do you mean the mane? 
Ella: Yeah the mane. 
Mum: At least I'll draw a happy lion. 
Eileen: Looks quite smiley. 
Mum: Looks like something else. (laughing) 
Ella: Mum, you're good Mum. (10/4/96) 

On occasions what a child had learned from his/her mother clashed with 

information which came from another child's mother. As mother was 

accepted as the source of all knowledge for these four year-olds, it was difficult 

adjusting to the opposing view. Brian and his mother (Maggie) had driven 

to David's new house to have a look, unbeknown to David. David was 

convinced that they would not be able to visit, but his only justification was 

that his mother had told him. As the two children were good friends it is 

possible that David's mother had been suggesting reasons why it would be 

difficult for the two to remain friends once the house move had taken place. 

David was moving house and leaving the kindie. 
Brian: He's moving to a new house and we know his house, how we can go there. 
David: No. Maggie can't get up the hill. 
Brian: We drived there. 
David: Y eh but Maggie can't do that. 
Brian: Why? 
David: 'Cause my mum told me. (3/3/96) 

Mother's opinions were all important, whether about a take-away, or about 

the suitability of a book. 
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Bridget: The yucky fish and chip shop, my mum don't like it. 

When on a home visit with Bridget she wanted me to read a book to her. I 

agreed and we looked through some library books in her room. Bridget 

discarded one book which was a children's book about sexual abuse. Mother 

had not wanted to read the book to Bridget nor, I assume, to discuss the issues 

raised in the book. 

Eileen: Mum say it's not one you want to read? 
Bridget: "What's the problem with bottoms?". 
Eileen: But Mum says not to read it? Or did you want to read it? (2/11195) 

Geraldine enjoyed watching videos and had a selection of her own, but 

mother was the censor for the kind of videos she was allowed to watch. 

Geraldine: Even I like kids, or I like grown ups. I like grown ups videos. But 
Mummy doesn't let me watch them. (12/2/96) 

Although none of the children in the sample had a full time working 

mother, those children whose mothers did go out to work, had a limited 

knowledge of their jobs, or of what their work entailed. Krista understood 

the reason why her mum worked. 

Eileen: What does Mum do at work? 
Krista: She works and she earns more money. (20/ 11/96) 

Chris knew where his mother worked and that she worked at night until 
late. 

Chris: My mum works at Bluey's 
Eileen: Your mum works at what? 
Chris: Mum works at Blney's. 
Eileen: How long has she worked there? 
Chris: All the time. (26/10/95) 

In fact his mother had only been working for about a year, but to a four year 

old that must seem "all the time". For Tom his mother's occupation 

remained a mystery to him. 

Eileen: You go to Ella's house sometimes? 
Tom: Yes, sometimes, when Mum's at work. 
Eileen: Where does Mnm work? 
Tom: Urn she works at night and sometimes at day. 
Eileen: What does she do? 
Tom: Urn, she, she, she looks after people. 
Eileen: Children? Old people? 
Tom: Men, men and ladies. 



Eileen: !11mmm. 
Tom: And boys, I think 
Eileen: And where? 
Tom: And boys 
Eileen; And boys, yeh. 
Tom: I think it's boys. 
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Eileen: What kind of things does she do? 
Tom: Urn, I don't know. 
Eileen: Not so sure? 
Tom: She does all sorts of things. (8/10/96) 

On a home visit Dora's mother was at work and her father was at home. 

Eileen: Mum is having to work today, is she? 
Dora: Yeah. 
Eileen: I met your mum once when she w~s going to work 
Dora: Did you? 
Eileen: Near the hospital. 
Dora: Did you have a talk? 
Eileen: Yes we had a wee chat. 
Dora: My Mum always chats on the telephone. 
Eileen: I think most Mums do. Do you talk on the telephone? 
Dora: Not as much as Mummy. Grandma's dog just had puppies. (10/11196) 

Nigel's mother started to work during the time of this study which for Nigel 

was a new experience as he was used to having mother at home. 

Nigel: Yip. She works every day, when we go to kin die. 
Eileen: She looks after you in the afternoons? 
Nigel: She comes home at lunchtime 
Eileen: What do you think she does at work? 
Nigel: I know what she does at work. I've been there heaps of times. 
Eileen: Does sbe work in Bn office?? 
Nigel: Yep. 
Eileen: Every day now? She didn't used to did she? 
Nigel: No. She doesn't 
Eileen: When does she work? 
Nigel: She's working today. (4/5/96) 

Simon, whose mother was not employed, was equally uncertain of what 

she did in the home. He must have been aware that his mother made meals, 

cared for the house, etc. but he was unable to specifically talk about her 

activities. 

Eileen: And does Mum go to work? 
Simon: No. She stays at home. 
Eileen: What does she do at home? 
Simon: Just things. (22111195) 
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Lilly understood that her mother, who at the time of the study was a 

student, was not always able to provide what Lily wanted. Again there was 

an understanding and an acceptance by Lilly, because her mother spent time 

talking with her and explaining why they were short of money. I was to be 

made aware on many occasions of the understanding and kindness that 

children possessed when they were treated with regard. 

Lilly: Mmmm. My Mum can't go anywhere now. 
Eileen: Why? 
Lily: 'Cause she's broke. 
Eileen: I know the feeling. 
Lilly: She can't go to McDonaids, Georgie Pie, Valentines, or ... Can go for 
walks. ( 10111195) 

Ray's mother tried to give reasons why they were not going on holiday. 

Ray had suggestions to ensure they could go. 

Eileen: Are you planning to go on holiday? 
Ray: Mum, I'll ask Mum. Mummy. Are we going up to Christchurch? 
Mum: Sorry? 
Ray: Are we going up to Christchurch? 
Mum: Not this year. 
Ray: Whv? When Santa comes. 
Mum: We can't leave the kittens alone by themselves can we? 
Ray: Hannah will look after them.(Hannah being the mother cat). 
Mum: And who is going to feed Hannah? 
Ray: Jennie. (a neighbour). 
Mum: Jennie's going away .. 
Ray: Well if Lynne is not going away, we can ask her. 
Mum: I don't think so. (18/lli96) 

Although there were few mentions of mother's cooking skills some of the 

children made comments about foods she prepared. 

Eileen: Does Mum make it? (porridge). 
Dora: She knows how to make it. When she makes it she always puts milk in it. 
(117/96) 

Mum: What about water melon? 
Lilly: Mmm 
Eileen: Do you like water melon too? Or do you just like all fmit? 
Lilly: I like water melon, apricot and strawberry. 
Eileen: Mmmm nice. Mum's investigating what you've eaten. 
Lilly: She always does that. (10/9/96) 

When birthdays drew close Mum was important when cake discussions 

occurred, and for Charles, someone who reminded him it was his birthday. 
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Eileen: Is she going to make you a birthday cake? 
Charles: Yup, I'm going to help. 
Eileen: Great. 
Charles: I hope it's a chocolate cake. 
Eileen: I bet you woke up very early this morning? 
Charles: No Mum waked me up. 
Eileen: Gosh, you must have been sleeping quite late. 
Charles: I forgot that it was my birthday (laughs). (16/8/%) 

And for Ella there is pride shown by the child that her mother is able to 

produce such an amazing cake. 

Ella: Mum said I'm allowed. I'm having a jewellery box cake. 
Eileen: Mum made it or .. 
Ella: She made it. 
Eileen: How wonderful. 
Ella: She made it herself. (27/2/%) 

The children recognised that Mother made most of the decisions in their 

lives. David's mother had a strong sense of family and on three occasions a 

family activity took precedence over visits to friends, or parties. As David's 

mother communicated well with him, he seemed to accept this 

philosophically. il..t the end of the study I invited all the children and their 

parents, if they wished to come, to a party at my home. This was to be a 

thank you to the children and the parents. 

Eileen: I'll send an invitation and Mummy will bring you up. 
David: Maybe she will. 
Eileen: I hope she will. 
David: Maybe she will, maybe she won't. 
Eileen: Do 'you think she might not? (20/12/%) 

As it happened David was the only child who was not allowed to attend 

the party. However, David was exposed to many opportunities to enjoy 

himself. His grandfather was keen that children used their imagination, and 

the family met at his crib at the beach, and everyone was involved in many 

innovative activities. 

Eileen: Did your granddad come and pick you up? 
David: No, lmmie (his mother) drives. 
Eileen: Immie took you. 
David: And we went on a hunt for Jollies, and they had an Egyptian things. 
Eileen: Had a what thing? 
David: An Egyptian ... 
Eileen: An Egyptian thing. 
David: And there were Jollies. And Mum sucked it and it looked more like a wobbly 
jelly. (17/3/%) · 
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Ella and her mother also talked together, and mother spent time 

explaining her point of view or discussing with Ella what should be 

happening. On a home visit we returned to the living room and looked at 

the goldfish. 

Ella: Lady, What yer doing? Do you want food? Okay, I'll go and ask Mum. See 
if we can give it some food. (Goes out of the room and calls mum) Mum. 
Eileen: Who does that job? (cleaning the goldfish tank )You? 
Ella: Mum. (211111%) 

Ella watches her mother while she was talking to me. Mother tells Ella to 

turn off the television. 

Ella: I want to watch this toy thing - it's really cool. I'll show you. Mum, will you 
buy me one of those? 
Mum: Well you know that list I was making, guess what I did with it? 
Ella: What? 
Mum: Lost it- so we'll have to start all over again. (21111/%) 

There were many occasions when the child went with Mother on outings. 

Krista: Me and Mum !ike to go shopping and buy Jollies. (20/11/95) 

Lilly: But I went to a Maori place. 
Eileen: Did you? 
Lilly: With my Mummy and I stayed overnight, and you sleep on a mattress. 
(15/1196) 

Lilly: 'Cause me and my Mum went to church with Gordon and Denise and I went 
at the front so I could put the ... my money in first. ( 15/ 11%) 

During home visits mothers tended to stay in another room. Some 

mothers listened in to the interviews, though only commented later. Nigel's 

mother who was a teacher, though not employed at the time, found it 

difficult to resist prompting Nigel. We were talking about grandparents. 

Mum: Where has she gone today, Nigel? 
Nigel: Auckland. 
Mum: No. 
Nigel: Australia. (16/11%) 

Mother guided Nigel through an outing that they had gone on the 

previous day, although Nigel seemed reluctant to take part. 
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Mum: We went to two places, where did we go first I 
Nigel: Urn, 
Mum: Where were we then? 
Nigel: Moana Pool 
Eileen: You went to the pool did you? 
Nigel: Yeah. 
Mum: Then we went down the hill, where did we go? 
Nigel: Octagon 
Eileen: I bet there were hundreds of people there. (Danyon Loader had won the 

Olympic gold medals) 
Mum: What's special about him? 
Nigel: Urn ,(Mum continues to prompt Nicholas) A swimming race. 

Mum: What did he win 
Nigel: A medal. 
Mum: How many? 
Nigel: Two. ( 11/8/%) 

Nigel was a quiet boy and needed much encouragement to talk with me 

during home visits. However, in the kindergarten, especially when his 

friend Geraldine was present, he took a more active part in the conversation. 

We were talking about his drawing. 

Nigel: And me crying,. ahh. 
Eileen: You crying? 
Nigel: Yeah. 
Eileen: Why are you crying? 
Nigel: Because Mum went. 
Eileen: Because mum went? 
Nigel: Yeah. 
Eileen: You don't cry when your mum goes do you 
Nigel: Yeah, I did at kindie. (10112/96) 

I never observed Nigel crying when he went to school. His brothers were 

always around and he seemed to accept school in his usual quiet way. His 

drawing of himself crying because his mother left could perhaps be an 

illustration of how he felt rather than of what actually occurred. 

Tom's mum could not resist helping Tom get his father's age right. 
Tom: My dad is sixty- seven. Mum's thirty, thirty. 
Mum: Tom, Dad isn't 67. How old am I? 
Tom: Thirty,.thirty ,seven. 
Mum: Right, now how old is D~d? 
Tom: Err,. Sixty-seven? (10/3/96) 

Mothers were always there to praise and offer support. 
Ray: D'y know Mummy? 
Mum: What's that? 
Ray: I played cricket at kindie, and I hit the ball 500 times. 
Mum: Wow, th~t' s a lot of times isn't it? ( 18/11/95) 
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Simon had a close relationship with his mother. jl.,s he was the third child 
and the only boy, mother was devoted to him. Simon's father had 

commented to me on our first meeting that his wife was too soft on Simon. 

Mother and son had a close bond. 

Simon: (showing me his bedroom) I've got some music and some stories. I'll put 
him (a toy) down here. 'Cause Mum gets in (bed) at night and she reads three 
books so I have to leave some room for her. 
Eileen: And Mum reads to you every night? 
Simon:Mmm 
Eileen: What do you do when you wake up in the morning? 
Simon: Go and see Mum. 
Eileen: You go to Mum first? 
Simon: Mum always takes me and she takes me into bed. 
Eileen: That's good isn't it? Having a cuddle with Mum. 
Simon: And I have a bottle. (22/11195) 

Although kindergarten and school did get mentioned spontaneously while 
on home visits the children tended to keep the two microsystems separate. I 
was the one who usually tried to make a connection between the two. 

Sometimes a comment would be passed. 

Mum: Who told you off Walter? 
Vv'alter: My teacher or somebody else. I've only been told off once. 
Mum: That's very good 'cause we try not to get told off don't we? (1212/97) 

For the child, life in the home with Mother appeared safe and comfortable. 
From my observation and from what the children said, they were allowed to 
have opinions and were treated with consideration. Negotiation with 

mother was an accepted part of their days, and their choices were limited only 
by practicalities and if restrictions were imposed, explanations were usually 
offered. 

Fathers 

Allowing the children to lead the conversations did not produce much 

information about their fathers, although many of the fathers took an active 
role in the family according to their children's comments. Fathers were 

admired for their physical strength. Bridget felt safe when Father was 
around. 
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Bridget: He's 25. And Mum's 24. !' m never scared at night time when Dad's 
there. 
Eileen: Why do yon think D~d m~kes ~difference? 
Bridget: 'Cause Daddy can fight the baddies. (2/11/96) 

The idea of burglars was a worry for many of the children and Father 

provided the protection. 

Brian: Dad's got a sling shot at home. 
Eileen: Has he? 
Brian: In the garage. 
Eileen: What does he do with the sling shot? 
Brian: His sling looks like that. And you put a stone or whatever, in it and you 
smash it and other thing goes flying. 
Eileen: What would you use it for? 
Brian: 'Cause Mum had a thing pinched. He got a sling shot. He made a sling 
shot. (17/12/96) 

For Lilly a burglary was just as serious even though the "stolen" items 

were made of chocolate. 

Lilly: And do you know what? A burglar come in my Dad's house. He steeled 
some money out of the chocolate bear and the money was chocolate. 
Eileen: Oh that's alright then. 
Lilly: So they couldn't buyed anything with it. (15/1196) 

Walter and his father spent a lot of time together and seemed to have a 

close relationship and Walter often referred to him. We were talking about 

holidays. 

Eileen: Do you ski? 
Walter: No. I just wear my gumboots, down my Dad's shoulders and he skis 
down the hills. 
Eileen: With you on his shoulders? 
Walter: Yes.· 
Eileen: He must be very strong. 
Walter: I know. He's about 35. 
Eileen: He's about 35 and he's very strong. 
Walter: Yes. 
Eileen: Does he carry Flora on his shoulders as well? 
Walter: No, he can't carry lwo in his arms when we're going up to bed. 
Eileen: It would be a bit hard, so does he carry you up to bed? 
Walter: Me and Flora sometimes walk up the stairs 'cause he can't carry both of us 
upstairs. (22/2/96) 

Walter had a great admiration for his father's physical strength but 

acknowledged that there were limits to what he could do. His father's age 

seemed to be somehow associated with his strength. 
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The fathers of Chris, Nigel, Dora, Tom, David and Nigel were involved in 

caring roles in the families because mothers were at work. Walter's and 

Charles' fathers cared for the family when mother was in need of a holiday. 

Walter: 'Cause my Dad take me home from kindie. 
Eileen: Did he pick you up today?? 
Walter: Yeah, and then he took A ora to touch rugby. 
Eileen: To touch rugby? 
Walter: Yep. But we only watched, but Dad supposed to play it, but now they 
watched, 'cause I've got a pretend rugby ball. (2212/%) 

Ella was eager to please her father and when he banned her from a rugby 

game because of poor behaviour, her mother reported that she was more 

upset about it, because it was her father who decided the punishment. Lilly 

also spent time with her father after the parents had separated. She always 

kne'.v when it was the weekend she spent at her father's house, and was 

pleased to relate events which took place there with him. 

The children's understanding of their father's occupation varied greatly, 

yet the work/home interface is a critical feature of family and child. Only 

Chris had to contend with his father becoming unemployed during the 

course of the study. As his father got other employment within days the 

impact was minimal though Chris did talk about his father's job loss and his 

new job. For Brian what his father's work entailed was a mystery to him. 

Eileen: What does Dad do when he goes to work? 
Brian: Pick ups.(Dad is a courier). 
Eileen: Picks up? Has he got a truck? (Brian nods his head). 
Eileen:The one out there? 
Brian: Yes. It's got a stripey bumper at the back. 
Eileen: So what does he pick up?? 
Brian: Urn ... he picks up er .. er .. big toys. 
Eileen: Big toys? 
Brian: And they're in the box. 
Eileen: Things in boxes? (17/I/%) 
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Ella on the other hand had a pretty good idea of father's work. 

Ella: Dad goes out there to paint. (To Milton) 
Eileen: Does he? To paint? 
Ella: To paint in another house. 
Eileen: Mmm. 
Ella: They've already got their house, but they're painting another one beside it. 
My dad goes down there to paint. My Dad's the boss so she just has to do what he 
says. 
Eileen: You said he was painting houses. Is he a painter? 
Ella: No, he tells what the other man has to do. The other men there. (21111/95) 

Krista went with her father to work when she was unable to attend 

kindergarten, because she was not well. 

Eileen: And what does Daddy do at work? 
Krista: Just does boring old things 
Eileen: Boring old things, is that what you think? 
Krista: Yes. Not much fun at all. (17/ 10/95) 

Charles also thought his father's occupation was pretty uninteresting. 

The teacher asked if he wanted to be a ban.lc manager like his father. Charles didn't 
reply. She continued by asking Charles what his father did at work. "Not much," 
replied Craig. Then added, "Well he does work". ( 13/2/96) 

Bridget knew that her father delivered milk, and enjoyed going on the 

rounds with him. On a home visit she insisted on rushing outside when her 

father left for work to race her father's milk truck. 

Dad: See you later. 
Bridget: Bye Daddy. 
Dad: Where's my kiss? 
Bridget: Kiss me backwards. (She leans back). 
Dad: (Dad comes over and bends down and gives ber a kiss) See you later. That's 
why I hang around you. Did you have a bath this morning? 
Bridget: (Getting up and hitting Dad.) I did. I had one last night. 
Eileen: He's teasing you isn't he? 
Bridget: I had a bath last night. Oh Daddy's going in his truck. (She rushes 
outside). (17/5/%) 

David's father owned a hairdressing salon, and David often went there 

during the holidays if Mother was busy doing something else. 

I interviewed David at his father's salon. Mum was working so David was looked 
after by his father who was busy as it was Christmas week. David had been 
looking out for me and was delighted to have someone to "play" with! I got out 
the drawing materials and we drew on the floor of the shop. (20/12/96) 
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Nigel also knew what his father's occupation was. 

Nigel: He works at Dunedin College. 
Eileen: I remember. We saw him when he was cutting the grass 
Nigel: He was mowing the lawns. And sometimes when we're sick we go to 
Dad's school 
Eileen: That's when you went to school did you? 
Nigel: We did some exercises. (16/ 1196) 

Many of the children were cared for by their fathers at work when mothers 

were unavailable. Fathers' employment is included in the exosystem, in that 

what happens in the workplace affects the individual. In the case of some of 

these children, Dad's workplace was very familiar to them and could be seen 

as another microsystem. 

Ray understood that his father had to work even though he did not always 

want to. He also understood the location of his father's work. 

Ray: My daddy has a sore back, but he goes to work. 
Eileen: Oh that's really hard isn't it? 
Ray: But he likes it. 
Eileen: Does Dad come home in time for tea? 
Ray: Yes. Only sometimes he has to work overtime. 
Eileen: And is Dad doing the same job? 
Ray: No. He's selling shoes. 
Eileen: Oh which shop does he work in? 
Ray: High Step. Just down there. Just down the road there. Right down. 
(17/l0/95) 

Simon, Kathy and Tom were vague about what their fathers actually did 

although they knew they worked. 

Tom: He works places with them. 
Eileen: What kind of things does he do with the tools? 
Tom: Er .. Er .. he works things with them. 
Eileen: Works things with them? 
Tom: And he fixes things. (5/11196) 
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Brian presented a wonderful picture of his father, walking along the beach 

collecting crabs. 

Brian: And Dad bought some urn crabs, long things, and them that yer, and there's 
meat in them and when you eat them, them red and them is there's red in them. 
Eileen: Ooh, crabs, they're delicious aren't they. (Brian nods). 
Brian: I love the urn .. meat. Do you love the meat of them? 
Eileen: Really nice. Where did your dad get crabs from? 
Brian: From the beach. 
Eileen: Did he collect them? 
Brian: Yeah, and we eat them. 
Eileen: Where does he collect them? Do you know? 
Brian: No. We haven't got a beach here. 
Eileen: I didn't know there were any crabs around Dunedin. 
Brian: At the beach round there (points out of the window) and ... (17/ll%) 

Brian's mother had listened in to this story and told me that Brian was telling 

me "a heap of lies". Brian's father was a courier and had been given crayfish 

as a Christmas present. I felt that Brian had completed a plausible story with 

the information he had available. He knew the seafood had come from the 

sea and as he thought that Dad could do anything, one explanation could 

have been that he must have caught it. 

Dad was the person who made many of the decisions that affected the 

family. 

Eileen: Are you not allowed to have a dog? 
Dora: Dad doesn't let me. 
Eileen: Doesn't he like dogs? 
Dora: No 'cause we've got a cat, and he wouldn't like her to chase it. 
Eileen: Well that's true. 
Dora: That's why he said, "No pups are coming in here." (Dora mimics Dad's 
voice). (117/96) 

Father also did "mean" things sometimes. I interpreted the biting as 

playful but Geraldine was very serious about the activity and seemed not to 

enjoy the play. 

Geraldine: Daddy bites me sometimes. 
Eileen: Only little nibbles? 
Geraldine: See, see that mark. That's how Daddy bites. 
Eileen: Mmm. Why do you think he does that? 
Geraldine: 'Cause he just does sometimes mean. (8/3/96) 
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For all the children Dad was very much a part of their lives. He was 

portrayed as a person with whom they had fun, who provided money and 

gifts, who took them on outings, and who tried to be there with the family 

whenever he could. 

Charles: Getting a ride on Dad. We sometimes get a piggy back with Dad. 
(12/8/96) 

Eileen: What's a dream catcher? 
David: Daddy gave it to me. He gave one for me for Christmas 
Eileen: Where is it? 
David: I'll go and show you before you go. (17/1196) 

Eileen: Now where have you got all this money from? 
Ella: From Dad. Dad's going to give me special games- finding Jollies. (27/2/96) 

Krista: Dad's going to make the playhouse but, we want it finished before my 
party. (15/2/96) 

Charles: No, Dad's going to be away at my birthday party. He's going to be back 
that night though. 
Eileen: He'll be back at night. 
Charles: He's gonna to get- he's gonna to be home in time for the party. ( 12/8/96) 

For Lilly a time came during the study when her mother was intending to 

move out of the area, and as she had a close relationship with her father, I 

was concerned as to how she felt about the move. 

Eileen: You're going to miss your dad? You won't see him as much do you think? 
Lilly: I won't even see him, I don't think. (11112/96) 

The perceptions that the children had of their fathers were that of 

playmate, companion, and provider. For some he was "the boss", the one 

who made the important decisions. The significance of fathers in children's 

lives is already acknowledged, and the children in this study were fortunate 

in that all but two had a father living in the family. 

Older Siblings 

The children in the study who began school with siblings already 

established in the school would be thought to have an easier transition. 

They have knowledge of the environment of the school and the older 

siblings talked about their school experiences, both good and bad. Krista, 
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Tom, Ella, Simon, Bridget, Brian, Charles and Nigel had older siblings in the 

school. 

At my first meeting with Bridget she told me that her sister said school was 

boring. Bridget had a preconceived image of school. She had visited the 

classroom on many occasions and had seen what work her sister brought 

home. Bridget settled into school very well although she knew no other 

child in the class. Some credit for this could be given to her sister. Bridget 

had a close relationship with Carol though there was rivalry between the two. 

Bridget: I don"t really want to go to Carol's school. 
Eileen: Does Carol like it? 
Bridget: Yes. Not much. Sometimes she thinks she's got lovelier clothes on than 

me. 
Eileen: Why does she think that? 
Bridget: Cause she, she thinks I'm more beautiful than her 'cause .. urn I wear 

prettier clothes, and she thinks I've got prettier clothes than her. 
Eileen: I wonder why she thinks that. Do you think that? 
Bridget: No. 
Eileen: Does Carol wear a school uniform? 
Bridget: No, 'cause she's only six. Carol always says that. 
Eileen: What does Mum say? 
Bridget: She just says, Carol, you're jealous. 
Eileen: Maybe it's because you're the youngest. 
Bridget: Cause I'm being good and Carol's being naughty all the time. 
Eileen: Is she naughty sometimes? 
Bridget: Not after school. Sometimes after school. 
Eileen: You told me you teased Carol sometimes. 
Bridget: I know. It's funny when I tease her. 
Eileen: If you've been teasing her perhaps she gets a bit cross. 
Bridget: She doesn't, she laughs and giggles, and sometimes she says, don't tell 

me those funny things or I'll giggle. 
Eileen: You have a good giggling time together. (2/11/%) 

Krista's older brother was attentive to her on her school visits and when 

she started. There was a school regulation which disallowed children from 

the standards visiting the lower school play area. So Jesse did not keep up 

the visits for too long. Krista gained much from Jesse's support. The two 

children had a good relationship at home and although Jesse was three years 

older they did play together. 

Krista: He's even seven, I can even pick him up. 
Eileen: You can pick him up? Do you play with Jesse? 
Krista: No, he's mean he doesn't play. 
Eileen: Maybe he thinks he's too big to play with you. 
Krista: He is. (201!1/95) 
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Although l'~ista said that Jesse did not play with her, on a later occasion 
she said he played with her Barbie things, and set the table for her sometimes. 
Ella's brother James was not around on any occasion that I visited Ella at 
school. James was a quiet boy and Ella seemed to have the stronger 
personality and frequently passed comments about James crying. 

Ella: James's crying. He always hurts himself. He's hurt himself ten times 
today. (14/10/96) 

Ella did report incidents which had occurred in the school playground. 

Ella: Mum, when Simon is in the playground, the ball fe!l on him. James said "Let 
it go before I tell". Simon was just... Simon was just.. .. 
Mum: It's not cool to play with your big brother 
Ella: Simon was just picking up the ball for him. 
Eileen: Was it to Simon? 
Ella: He said, "I'm going to push him over". 
Mum: I think maybe James is a wee bit jealous of what a good friend Simon is. 
James likes to think that you're his sister you see, and nobody else is allowed to be 
good friends with you. 
Eileen: Do you play with James at school'? 
Ella: No. I'm not allowed. 
Eileen: You're not allowed? 
Ella: Because you're not allowed to play with Room 6. (14/10/96) 

However, Ella probably observed the kind of activities that James was engaged 
in at school so had gained some idea of what took place. 

Simon had two older sisters in the school who were protective of him for 
some weeks when he started school. They took him to the play area, looked 
after him in the classroom before school began and generally cared for his 
welfare. 

Nigel had three older brothers in the school and they had already passed 
on to him their impression of school. 

Eileen: What do the boys say it's like? 
Nigel: Pretty dumb 
Eileen: Pretty dumb? 
Nigel: Yeah. 
Eileen: They don't like any of it? 
Nigel: They just like kindie though. (1611/%) 

One brother in particular took care of Nigel in the early days. He visited 
the classroom before and during school breaks. He drew pictures for him and 
stayed close by him. Twin brothers in the oldest class were not so attentive, 
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but from the interest that they took in Nigel at home, the boys would have 

been available should any problems arise. 

Brian had a brother nearly ten years older so his experiences of school 

were not helpful for Brian starting school. Although his brother read stories 

to Brian and sometimes helped him in playing games, the age gap was too 

great to be helpful in making the transition to school. 

Eileen: Who's Jack? 
Brian: My big brother. He's very big and he can drive the car. 
Eileen: Does he play with you or take you anywhere? 
BriHn: We went to the garage to fix my trike, it had a flat tyre two times. (17/1196) 

Charles' knowledge about the school was good as he lived next door to the 

school, frequently visited, as his mother was involved in PTA activities, and 

played in the school playground during the weekends and after school. His 

brother Ben kept a low profile when Charles started school and I never 

observed him interacting with Charles on any occasion. Charles when asked 

about playing with his brother was emphatic in his denial of such a 

possibility. 

Eileen: You've got a bigger brother Ben there so, do you ever play with him? 
Charles: Nnnn nah. He's quite mean sometimes. 
Eileen: He doesn't want you to play around? 
Charles: I don't want him to play around with. 
Eileen: Probably 'cause he thinks he's bigger than yon are. 
Charles: No. I'm as tall as him. (16/12/96) 

Tom's older brother had shared information with him about school and 

Tom, although he did not always get the information correct, was proud that 

his brother, Matthew, was so knowledgeable. Matthew was a quiet boy who 

tended to have a reserved manner. Tom was familiar with the school 

environment and was very confident when he first started school. Sadly this 

confidence only lasted a few days and in spite of having a sibling established 

in school, Tom had some problems. 

Having a sibling already established in the school did appear beneficial, for 

some of the children, but much depended on the relationship which the 

siblings had in the home setting. Ella and Tom had older brothers who were 

reserved. According to their mothers, both of these children had had 
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difficulties making the transition to school themselves. Ella had a confident 

personality and did not expect support from her brother, whom she described 

as "always crying." Tom may have hoped for more from his brother but 

Matthew seemed unable to give it. 

Younger siblings 

For those children with younger siblings a caring and protective role 

developed. 

Eileen: Have you got some scissors? 
Charles: Yeah. My brother isn't allowed to use these. 
Eileen: Isn't he? Probably safer. 
Charles: He's not allowed to use them. 
Eileen: Because they're sharp? 
Charles: Yeah, they are sharp. (16/12/96) 

Charles provided scaffolding on many occasions for his brother, Patrick, 

especially when using the computer or drawing. 

Charles: Patrick, you did that. (telling him off for touching) Patrick, that wasn't a 
very good idea. Beep-beep. He's the only pirate left. I'll do it again. Hey Pat, do 
you want me to click on the only pirate left. None of them are left. Only that one's 
left in the story. (12/8/96) 

Chris was aware when his little sister was in danger and removed sharp 

objects if she picked them up. When Mum and Tansy visited the 

kindergarten Chris was very protective of his young sister and guided her to 

various activities and stayed with her in a protective role. He included her 

in play activities. He also changed his voice tone when talking to her. 

Tansy: That's Chris 
Chris: Now, what do you want? Tansy? 
Tansy:Mmm 
Chris: What do you want? 
Eileen: What would you like Chris to draw for you? 
Tansy: Kindie 
Eileen: Like a picture of kindie? 
Chris: This is easy. 
Tansy: I want pu[ple. 
Eileen: What are you going to draw?? 
Tansy: Draw the people. 
Chris: Aah .. aah .. aah .. nupe, I do it, I do it. (14/10/96) 

He did however, make comments to me that he hated his little sister and 

there was some jealousy shown, for example when I paid attention to Tansy, 
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Chris told her to go to Mummy. He also told me that Mum took Tansy to the 

swimming pool and not him. 

Kathy had a very close and caring relationship with her younger brother 

Peter. When a new baby was born Kathy, who spent much of her play in the 

family corner with dolls, was delighted with the idea of a new baby. The 

reality did not quite come up to expectations. 

Eileen: How do you like having a baby sister? 
Kathy: (sighs) She cries. 
Eileen: She cries? 
Kathy: Lots 
Eileen: I suppose most babies cry sometimes. 
Kathy: Really a lot. (10/8196) 

Walter too, had two younger siblings to contend with. Flora modelled her 

behaviour on Walter's. She was very fond of her brother and followed him 

and joined in his activities when she was allowed, and Walter appeared to 

enjoy her company. 

Walter: And I'm a big !ion. 
Eileen: Don't be too fierce though. 
Walter: I'm a fierce lion. 
Flora: I'm a fierce lion too. (22/2/%) 

Walter: I'm staying in my old room and I'll go to my new room, and I'm still- I've 
still got my new one - being in my old bunk. 
Eileen: You've gone back to Flora's room have you? 
Walter: When it's summer I'll move into my room again. 
Eileen: Is it quite nice being with Flora? 
Walter: Yes, 'cause then I've got someone to talk to. (17/9/%) 

Although the younger siblings have little input during the transition to 

school, they perhaps perceive some understanding of the difficulties which 

their older siblings may meet. They were also probably sensitive to their 

siblings' excitement or their unhappiness. 

Grandparents 
All of the children had a good knowledge of their grandparents, though 

because of location Chris, Krista, Brian, David, Lilly and Charles only saw 

their grandparents at holiday time. Krista spent holidays with her 

grandmother in Christchurch. It seemed that the whole family would visit 

and then Krista and her brother would stay for an extra time with 
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grandmother. Charles' grandparents would visit and take the children back 

with them. Grandparents did enjoyable activities with their grandchildren 

Eileen: Are they the grandparents that you went to stay with in the winter when it 
was snowing? 
Charles: Yeah, I did go, and went down in wee sledges. It was real fun and what, 
and in my white one I did skid right round and it was starting to go down 
backwards. It was fun. (14/12/%) 

Geraldine had lived with her maternal grandparents for most of her life, 

and although her mother now lived in a flat with Geraldine her 

grandmother was a daily visitor. She took Geraldine to church, and on 

holiday. Most of Geraldine's toys appear to have been bought by her 

grandparents. Her paternal grandparents took her on holiday to Disneyland 

and took an active part in Geraldine's life. She also had three uncles who 

were still at school. Geraldine enjoyed the time spent with these young 

uncles. 

Walter's grandparents also played an active part in his life. His maternal 

grandparents lived in Dunedin. I met Walter's grandfather at a kindie 

grandparents day. He commented on how his wife was especially fond of 

Walter, who could do nothing wrong in her estimation. However, it was 

clear from Walter's comments that Granddad also enjoyed spending time 

with Walter. 

Eileen: I remember meeting your grandfather 'cause he came to kiudie didn't he? 
Walter: Yeah, and my grandma. My grandma's called Betty and my grandfather's 
called Eddie. My grandfather loves shooting rabbits. 
Eileen: Do you go and help him? 
Walter: Yep, I go with him. Sometimes Flora will go with him. 
Eileen: You go shooting rabbits too? 
Walter: Yep. 
Eileen: Do you eat the rabbits you shoot? 
Walter: Yes, but we throwed them on the river, and one day we go and pick them 
up from the river. Do you know cause Eddie only gets them from Winchester? 
(22/2/96) 

Grandmothers frequently cared for the children when mother was busy. 

Dora's grandmother worked herself but often met Dora from kindergarten. 

Tom's grandmother also saw him on a regular basis as she lived metres away 

from his home. Nigel's grandmother took him shopping and out for lunch. 
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It was obvious from the children's possessions that grandparents contributed 

greatly to the toy supply. 

Ray felt that he played an active part in deserving the love of his 

grandparents. 

Ray: My Nan and Granddad really love me cause I do nice things at my Nan and 
Granddad's house. (1/5/%) 

Many of the children in this sample were fortunate, in that not only did 

grandparents provide love and affection but also material support. 

The family provided time, attention, love, care and interest for the 

children in this sample. The extended family provides a social network for 

children and parents. The social character of family relationships are central 

to the health and vitality in a child's life. The wider issue of whether society 

values the family is questionable. 

III My relationship with the children 
My decision to assume the role of a friend had the same restrictions on 

friendship which the children themselves placed on each other. If, as the 

literature indicates, friendship means having fun together, being nice, feeling 

special, being kind, seeking out each other, visiting at home and being invited 

to birthday gatherings then my relationship with the children could be seen 

as friendship. 

Geraldine and Nigel had been talking to each other clarifying what I had been 
drawing. I said that I thought I would go outside. "Yes," said Geraldine and 
Karen taking me firmly by each hand. It became difficult to talk further as the two 
girls were pulling at me. Bridget joined on the chain and we went outside. 
Geraldine said "Run." and we ended up rushing around in a chain. They saw a 
tent and said," Let's go in here." It was a blanket draped over a triangular bar. 
Inside was a small bed with covers and some books. We all squashed inside. 
Geraldine, Bridget, Lilly, Verity, Karen and me. Conversation covered a range of 
topics including pets and dreadful things that happen to them. (18/4/%) 

Nigel was the bus driver and I was having a ride on the bus. We were pretending 
he was driving to the mountains. Simon joined in and Nigel began to expand the 
trip. He stopped at Lake Wanaka and we had to get out and have an ice cream. 
Then I offered pretend ice creams to Nigel and Simon. Then Nigel went off and 
came back with a pirate hat. We moved over to the sand pit and pretended to be at 
sea. Ray and Jenny joined in. (! 4/ 11/95) 
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The children frequently made "presents" for each other. While making 
the gifts they asked for and gave help to each other. 

I went to the collage table and helped Lilly to make a mask. Krista asked me to cut 
out a mouse from some material. Bridget wanted one then Susie and Dora. Krista 
pretended that her two mice were in little nests. Verity made me an ornate present. 
(9/ll/95) 

Karen started making me a necklace. Lilly was making a hat. I was making lots of 
paper curls for decorating hats. Lilly kept trying hers on and I made appropriate 
comments. It was full around the table and Brian came up and said he couldn't get 
in. I said I could move away and let him in. This caused comments from the 
children that I was to stay. Brian looked uncertain. I wriggled from the table but 
stayed in the area which seemed to satisfy the children. I stood up bedecked with a 
necklace, a crown and a bracelet. Charles was playing with some plastic rings and 
said, "Eileen you look silly." I said, "Why? Don't you like my jewellery?" He 
just grinned and said, "You look silly." Ray came and gave me a hat he had made 
for his party. It was for me when his party was on. (19/4/%) 

I felt that I was fully accepted by the children as a friend. When visiting 

David at his new kindergarten, several of the children asked who I was. 

Michelle had asked who I was and if I was David's grandmother. David said, 
"Eileen's my friend". (13/3/%) 

The children frequently expressed liking and even loving for me, sometimes 

in words and other times by actions. 

David gave me a hug then said "I want to tell you something". I bent down and he 
said, "I love you" and gave me a kiss. I said, "I love you too". He said, "I will 
come with you to the door." So David and Michelle came to the door then waved 
through the windows till I was out of sight. ( 13/3/96) 

I left him and joined William who gave me a hug and said he had missed me. 
(1817/96) 

I was called upon in times of need. 
Geraldine ran in and said, "Eileen we need your help outside". The teacher was 
standing nearby and asked if she could help. "No," said Geraldine, "they need 
children". (7/6/96) 

The children also came to my aid when they thought I needed help. 

I called to Jacob to give the hose back and he said he wouldn't. I went round the 
fort and saw the hose dangling though two children were holding it. I tugged 
gently on the hose and the boys were very surprised. I looked around for the 
original owner and as I did so the two boys had come to get the hose back. I 
started pulling on the hose. They pulled back. Suddenly from nowhere four girls 
led by Geraldine came to my aid and began pulling the hose with me. Then a 
couple of boys joined the other two and it became a great game. (30/5/96) 
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During one game I was put in "gaol" with another child. Charles who was not 
involved in the play, was most indignant and came over in an authoritative way and 
moved the furniture forming my prison walls and pulled me out. (15/10/95) 

It was interesting being a friend of children who were dominant. I was 

frequently ordered to carry out certain tasks. 

Ray, Jenny and I were playing with the ladders. They gave me instructions to look 
after the ladders so no one else could have them. I said it may not be possible. 
They were insistent and repeated their instructions. (28/11195) 

Attending birthday parties was somewhat of a problem for me. Although 

I was a friend of the children I didn't want them to feel that they had to invite 

me, as I was an adult. As I "horne visited" especially near to their fifth 

birthdays and they told me what they were going to do and who was going to 

be invited, invitations usually came from the children. Ella in particular was 

insistent and went off immediately to ask her mum if I could attend. I did 

explain to her mother that I would go if Ella really wanted me to. On that 

note I left it up to the parent to contact me and tell me of the arrangements. 

As it happened I did not attend and Ella was disappointed when I did not go. 

She said I had promised, (which I had not) but she made me feel guilty that I 

had not attended. 

I did attend Ray's and David's birthday parties. Their mothers rang and 

said that their respective children were "pestering" them to ring me and 

invite me. Bridget, Kathy, Brian, Lilly and Geraldine all invited me but were 

not sufficiently persistent to have their parents phone me. I did not want to 

be a friend who was there when birthday invitations were given out. Some 

of the mothers asked if I would like to go but the invitation did not come 

from the child. 

Kathy had greeted me enthusiastically and said she had something for me in her 
bag. I went with her. She gave me an envelope. Inside was an invitation to her 
birthday in May. I admired the invitation and said that I was really pleased that l 
had been invited. ( 4/3/%) 

When visiting the children in their homes I played many games with 

them. With the girls Barbie dolls were very popular. Krista, Bridget and 

Geraldine had innumerable Barbies plus many of the accessories that go with 
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them. I spent much time with each of these girls playing Barbies. Chris, 

Tom and Simon enjoyed playing with cars and garages. Ray, Nigel and 

Charles played with their bikes or with cricket balls and bats. Ella, Ray and 

Charles were keen to play on their computers. Lilly and Kathy coloured in 

and drew pictures. Lilly in particular played board games with me, as did 

Krista and David. He taught me several games which were new to me. Dora 

liked to read books and play with her dolls and soft toys. Simon enjoyed 

climbing trees and making things in the cellar. David liked to play musical 

instruments and we made music together. I did a lot of laughing with David. 

I was frequently asked to stay for a meal, or to visit the next day. They 

seemed as interested in me, my family and what was happening in my life as 

I was in theirs. When I was particularly upset over the death of my dog I 

found myself sharing my feelings with Nigel, who at four and a half was a 

sympathetic listener. When I talked about my family the children responded 

by asking for more details and remembered about them even though time 

had passed. This sharing of myself was an important part of being a friend. 

Parents frequently commented on the excitement the children displayed 

when I visited them at home. Parents were excluded from the meetings. 

Tom shut the door when his mother popped her head in. Bridget did the 

same with her Dad. Simon's mother commented that he had been waiting in 

the drive for a long period of time as if for "a favoured aunt". Mothers 

commented that when the children saw my yellow LiteAce parked outside 

the kindergarten they became excited and started talking about me and 

rushing their parents in. The children frequently searched for me in the 

kindergarten. 

When the children were in the school setting our friendship continued but it 

was difficult for the children to talk and play with me within the confines of 

the classroom. If the children talked too much they were reprimanded by the 

teacher. This meant that at break and lunchtime I was more available. One 

or other of the children would want to include me in a game. I played hide 

and seek. I admired their prowess on the playground equipment. I explored 
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areas of the school grounds which they didn't usually venture into. They 

were always reluctant for me to leave and extracted promises to come the 

following day or to come and visit them at home. 

Bridget was the only child who expressed embarrassment at me visiting 

her in school. On one of my visits she did not speak to me at all. Her 

friends were very keen to sit and talk with me but Bridget found the whole 

visit difficult. I contacted her parents and suggested a home visit instead of 

going to school again. After they had consulted with Bridget they assured me 

that she loved to talk with me and that she would be happy for me to visit 

her at school. However, when I did visit she was just as reluctant although 

made some effort. She became more friendly after several of her friends had 

expressed a desire to talk with me. On a later home visit Bridget reverted to 

her usual friendly ways and chattered away about events in her life. When I 

asked her about her reluctance to communicate in the school setting she was 

unable to provide a reason. I suggested she was embarrassed and she agreed. 

A year after the study, when talking to parents I had met by chance in the 

supermarket, several commented that the children still talked about me. I 

had phone calls from two of the children, one saying he was missing me and 

could I visit. Withdrawing from the children was an emotional experience 

for me, as I was severing friendships. The children had given their help 

freely although I did not feel they fully understood why I was interested in 

them. Having an adult as a friend who gave them individual attention 

seemed to be a novel experience for the children, to which they responded 

well. 
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My relationship with the parents 

Although it was not an aim of this study to explore the relationships 

which developed between the parents, teachers and myself, I feel it is a 

meaningful aspect of the study. I was treated as a friend by most of the 

parents. At the beginning of the study some of the parents treated me as an 

expert in all things to do with children, parenting, kindergarten and school. I 

frequently had to remind them that I was not an expert and that I could 

discuss issues as a friend, and did have expertise in some areas. I could also 

offer wisdom from folklore just as their own parents could. 

One mother asked whether I thought her children were missing out by her 

staying at home and not going out to work and earning an income. Another 

asked my opinion on which school she should send her child to. Mothers 

appeared to need reassurance on the worth of the job they were doing in the 

home. As none of the mothers had full time employment, they questioned 

their own worth as home based mothers. These mothers were available to be 

kindie helpers, join school associations and became very involved in fund 

raising activities. 

On some issues mothers seemed reluctant to seek advice from their usual 

social network. One such incident involved a distraught mother whose four 

year old son had been accused by the mother's friend of sexually abusing her 

five year old daughter. The mother described me as the only person she 

could talk to about it. This led to consultations within the Education 

Department as the best way to help. The parents insisted on me taking a 

major role in solving the difficulty, in spite of me having to follow 

instructions from the department's psychologist. They did not want any 

expert involved because they trusted me. 

It was a constant challenge to reassure parents that what they were doing 

was valuable to their own children and to society. 
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My relationship with the educators. 

The three teachers in the kindergarten were enthusiastic throughout about 

the research with my presence. They were available at all times to discuss 

with me any problems or insights about the children in their care. The 

head teacher had a good knowledge of the children and their backgrounds. 

As each child left the kindergarten to attend primary school all three teachers 

met with me to discuss their perceptions of the child and how he/ she would 

integrate into the system. Although having teacher input was not my 

research focus, the meetings provided me with different perspectives on the 

children. The kindergarten teachers kept in contact after I had completed my 

time in the kindergarten and were always interested in my findings. The 

head teacher and a new entrants' teacher set up meetings each term to which 

all early childhood educators and new entrants' teachers in the school area, 

were invited. These meetings were a result of the Head Teacher's interest in 

the information she had gained from my research and the general findings 

that communication between early childhood educators and school teachers 

would be beneficial to children making a smooth transition. 

The new entrants teachers in all five schools were very positive about my 

presence and interested in the research. I was treated as a professional and 

they were keen to discuss their philosophies, which varied greatly. One 

teacher expressed doubt about the too formal structure she knew existed in 

her classroom. Another teacher, who was also the principal of the school, 

thought that teaching in the New Entrants class was a good way of getting to 

know children and parents at school entry. She was particularly interested in 

using my findings on each child at meetings with parents, which I declined. 

The teachers were keen to discuss their methods and to display and explain 

the activities that occurred in the class. All the teachers wanted what was 

best for the children in their care, and proceeded to deliver the curriculum in 

ways they thought would be most effective. They frequently asked me for 

information on the backgrounds of children in the sample, asking my 

opinion on the home and family. The teachers had little knowledge about 
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the children on entry except practical details from the enrolment form. Most 

made little effort to get to know the families or the kindergarten staff before 

the child entered the school which corresponds with findings in other studies. 

Summary 

In this chapter I endeavoured to show friendships which the children 

developed as they were engaged in activities in their everyday lives in the 

kindergarten, home and school. The definition of friendship is important 

when trying to examine whether children do make friends, as adults 

understand the term. It is acknowledged that friends and friendships do 

provide points of discourse within the family. Young children appear to 

have many playmates, but the lasting quality of friendship was not observed 

during this study. 

The significance of the family and young children's concepts of what 

constitutes a family, were explored in the second section. Children have a 

clear idea that a family must include children, preferably two. This belief had 

little connection to the actual families from which the children came. 

Although there is an acceptance that there is a decline in the "traditional 

family" the children in this sample did not understand many of the terms 

which are now commonly used, for example, divorce, step-father, nor did 

they seem able to imagine a family different from the ones with which they 

were familiar. 

The importance of family members at the time of the transition to school 

is considerable. Mother is the central figure at this time, in that she 

accompanies the child on school visits, and on the first day and subsequent 

days in school. The intersubjectivity that develops between mother and 

child is a common theme emerging from the data. She is the one who meets 

the child from school at the end of the day and it is with her that the child 

shares pleasure and problems. Mother provides guidance for her child's 

understanding, and uses language with which the child is comfortable. The 

importance of language is pivotal for a child to advance his/her learning. 
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Older siblings, who already have knowledge of the school system, provide 

information but not always support. Some of the fathers were involved in 

the school visits, but for most children fathers played a minimal part during 

the transition. Grandparents played varying roles, which depended on their 

closeness, both emotional and physical. 

The relationship which developed between the children and me during 

the study was warm and reciprocal. The children allowed me into their play 

activities, and gave me their affection. It was difficult to access exactly how 

the children perceived the transition from what they told me, as they showed 

a preference to talk about events and activities they enjoyed more than 

school. 
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Chapter Eight 

Discussion, Conclusion and Implications 

In the first section of this chapter a summary of the findings relating to the 

research questions is presented, and the research evaluated. The second 

section presents conclusions arising from the results of the study within the 

theoretical frameworks offered by ecological theory and sociocultural theory. 

The third section evaluates the methodology, examines the validity, and 

appraises the role of the researcher. The final section looks at the 

contributions made by the study, how the findings relate to other research on 

the transition to school, the implications for future studies, the roles of 

teachers and parents at this time and possible policy implications. 

I The mesosystems and the roles, relationships and activities within the three 

microsystems 

In order to understand adequately the extent that the mesosystems support 

a positive transition from kindergarten to school, and from home to school, it 

is appropriate to examine what the child experiences in the separate 

microsystems. In this discussion first I will explore the roles assumed by the 

children in the three microsystems, after which I will discuss the 

relationships which the children develop in the three systems. I will 

examine the activities within each of the three microsystems, and finally I 

will discuss to what extent the mesosystems support a positive transition for 

these children. 

Roles 

Children were aware of the expectations which were required of them in 

their home environment. They understood how they must act and how 

other members of the family would respond to them. For example the 

children accepted the authority of their parents while also expecting parents' 
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affection. There was a mutuality of affection, and reciprocity between child 

and adult (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The children in 

this study expected the guidance offered by their parents, while enjoying the 

fondness shown by them. 

When there were younger siblings present children took on a guiding role, 

which was recognized in the way they communicated with the younger 

sibling, and the responsibility shown by the older child in the absence of an 

adult. When an older sibling was present, the role taken depended on the 

relationship between siblings. Mothers were key players in all aspects of the 

children's lives, a finding supported by Mayall (1996), and they had a major 

part to play in establishing the roles adopted by their children, especially in 

the home. Tasks, such as feeding pets, putting away toys, watching younger 

siblings were to be undertaken, dependent on mother's expectations. The 

child's understanding of events very much depended on parents', particularly 

mothers', values and beliefs. The child's development cannot be understood 

without reference to the social world that s/he inhabits. 

At all times the children in this study were interacting, discussing, and 

negotiating with members of the family, establishing their own places in their 

environment. Roles that each child established were fluid in that as the 

study progressed, the child acknowledged different roles as interactions 

between familial members changed. 

In the kindergarten children were seen to be independent in that they 

chose the activities in which they wanted to become involved. They 

interacted with adults with confidence. They could negotiate with other 

children and achieve outcomes which they perceived as beneficial. The 

children adopted roles, such as mother, or baby, in their play. Children in the 

kindergarten acted out being mother. For example Lilly, whose mother was 

short of money, acted out her mother role when her pretend child wanted to 

go to MacDonalds. The manner in which she stood, with hands on hips, and 

the change in voice, brought the home experience into the play activity in the 

kindergarten. 
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When mother was helper in the kindergarten the child could observe her 

in a setting different from the home setting, and became aware of how other 

children saw his/her mother. The child could see mother through the eyes 

of a kindergarten child, and could observe other children interacting with 

his/her mother. Mother took on a different role from the one with which 

her own child was familiar. This resulted in changes in behaviour for many 

children, some of whom wanted to dominate their own mother's time. A 

child would sometimes act in a babyish way in order to gain Mother's 

attention. Mother's relationship with the teachers also allowed the child to 

observe social interactions between familiars who were usually observed in 

separate settings. The children adopted roles as instigators of imaginative 

play. Taking on the role of fire-fighter, or pirate allowed the children to 

explore the rules and beliefs of their own culture. 

On entry to school the children recognized a change in role. It was a 

change which most children recognised and anticipated with pleasure, 

though some with apprehension. The contrast between the kindergarten 

and school was distinct. To the children the role of school child carried with 

it an aura of being a "big boy/ girl", especially important was the change in 

role to those in the study who had siblings already in the school system. The 

children had to adapt quickly to a role which necessitated that they acted as 

the teacher directed, and they became aware of their loss of independence. 

The role of child in the classroom was a child who worked, a child who was 

obedient, and compliant . Each child had varying expectations of what 

would be required of them in school before entry. Many knew that they 

would have homework, and most children understood the role of the 

teacher. 

In the play area at school, a child had choices and could relate to other 

children without too much adult supervision. As children recognized the 

hazards in the playground, such as bigger children playing with balls, or older 

children pushing in front of the queue for a turn on the flying fox, they 

adapted and developed strategies to fit in with other children. Each child 
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established a role which allowed his/her own individuality to be recognised, 

for example, being a good swinger on the outside equipment, or being able to 

kick a ball accurately, or running faster than their peers especially the older 

children. Some of the children thought of activities in which other children 

wanted to join, so a group was formed and imaginative play developed. 

For Tom, the boy who rode his bicycle around the camp site talking to 

everyone; the boy who was helped by kindergarten teachers to overcome his 

concerns when visiting performers were present, was also the boy who lost 

confidence in school and cried on many occasions. Tom knew that changes 

would occur when he was no longer a "kindie boy" and became a "school 

kid", but the reality of the change presented many difficulties for him. 

There were few occasions when the children themselves talked about their 

roles. Role changes were observed mainly by their actions and behaviours. 

Relationships 

The relationships which each child developed varied between 

microsystems. In the home the relationships with members of the family 

were paramount and will be discussed in more detail in the section on family. 

In the kindergarten the children developed warm, reciprocal relationships 

with the teachers. Different teachers were attractive to different children, and 

so a preference for a particular teacher usually developed. The children 

addressed the teachers by their first names, which contrasted with the 

formality expected once the children reached school. In the kindergarten, 

physical contact was accepted and when a child was upset, comforting words 

and an arm round the shoulder were received. Children often sat on an 

adult's knee or physically close, especially when reading a book together. The 

children, nonetheless, recognised that the adults were teachers, and looked 

upon them for advice and instruction. Evidence of scaffolding and guided 

participation was evident in the kindergarten from teachers and parent

helpers. Opportunities to interact with teachers and other adults in an 

activity that has its base in cultural roots, for example, writing, painting, were 

an accepted component of the kindergarten day. There were also many 
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opportunities for the children to observe adults taking part in cultural and 

social activities. The children watched adults interacting while having 

morning tea which enabled the children to witness cultural pastimes. 

Although the children were not actively involved, they were able to learn 

about ways of behaving which were acceptable within their cultural 

framework. 

Relationships between children in the kindergarten were relaxed, and the 

children interacted with a variety of peers. As Wylie, Thompson, and 

Kerslake Hendricks' study (1996} found, there were few occasions when 

children became involved in any aggressive behaviour. During the course of 

my study I only witnessed one case of aggressive behaviour. The children 

usually managed to negotiate with other children who were not behaving as 

they wanted. On occasions teachers were consulted to act as mediators in 

disputes, but from my observations, the children interacted well and 

displayed skills which enabled them to deal with problems which arose with 

other children. 

There were some children in the study who developed special friendships, 

but each child in the sample indicated that interacting with children in the 

kindergarten environment, presented few problems. Some children were 

more welcomed by their peers than others, and group friendships formed. 

The findings on friendships will be discussed further in the friendship 

section. 

In school the relationship with the teacher was different. During class 

time the child usually addressed the teacher, only after being given 

permission to do so by raising his/her hand. All the teachers were addressed 

formally by title and surname, and physical distance between child and adult 

was expected. It is acknowledged that this way of behaving was often as a 

result of guidelines laid down by school management. There was little 

reciprocity between teacher and child observed, and the power was firmly 

lodged with the teacher, yet Bronfenbrenner (1992) suggests that for optimal 

learning to take place the balance of power should be in the hands of the 
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learner. The teachers in this study controlled the children's physical and 

learning activities, a finding supported by Mayall (1996), and the children 

found it increasingly difficult to initiate activities or relationships, for 

themselves within the classroom setting. 

The teachers in school usually failed to develop shared meanings with the 

children, nor did they encourage parents to share information with them 

about their children. This finding is supported by previous research. 

(Bartholomew & Gustafsson, 1997; Bastiani, 1993; Bryans, 1989; Docking, 1990; 

Hughes, Wikely, & Nash 1994; Munn, 1993; Shannon, 1995; Wolfendale, 

1994). For one teacher in the study, peer scaffolding was seen as useful in the 

learning process, but for the other teachers children working alone, without 

discussion was accepted as the ideal classroom atmosphere. Cullen's research 

(1996) highlights the benefits of peer scaffolding which has children working 

together, perhaps with one child who is more able than the other, in order to 

enhance learning. The research concluded that children had little awareness 

of themselves as learners, and accepted that learning came from the teacher. 

As in Cullen's research, the present study found the children accepted the 

concept that learning was largely associated with the teacher, and that school 

was all about procedures rather than about learning. 

Activities 

In the home most children had access to a wide range of toys and books. 

Barbie dolls and accompanying equipment were favourites among the girls, 

while cars were popular among the boys. There were many games and toys 

which the children talked about, and I often became involved with playing 

with these. All of the children had knowledge of current programmes on 

television, which indicated that they watched these programmes. They also 

watched videos and discussed their current favourite programme, and 

coloured in books. Some of the children enjoyed using the computer, 

Charles and Ella in particular. Playing outside in the garden was enjoyed by 

all the children. Most owned bicycles which enabled then to learn about 

safety, by wearing helmets, and riding on the footpaths. Charles and his 
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young brother had their bicycles confiscated for a month, because they had 

failed to keep safety rules which had been taught by their parents. Playing 

with balls was popular particularly with boys, while the girls tended to enjoy 

gardening , or having tea parties in the garden. 

In the kindergarten the children were exposed to many activities but 

played most commonly in the sand pit, which was an area where all the 

children interacted. The play equipment and the treehouse stimulated 

imaginative play, usually in a group, with children drawing ideas from their 

own experiences, from books, or from television. There was a marked 

preference for outdoor activities by all the children. When specifically asked 

to name indoor activities, children chose reading and looking at books, 

painting, play dough and collage work. Children had definite preferences for 

certain activities, for example, Kathy always started the session by painting, 

whereas Chris always spent time each session in the book and puzzle area. 

Imaginative play in the family corner was a favourite for Geraldine, and 

dressing up was popular with all the children except Simon, who appeared to 

find imaginary play difficult. He often played alone and preferred 

construction tasks, and modelling. 

In school the children's activities were directed by the teacher for most of 

the class session time. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) activities as 

experienced by the child, are the "building blocks" of the microsystem. The 

following activities engaged in by the children became an expected part of the 

pattern of the school microsystem. The children sat on the mat and listened 

to the teacher, a way of learning thought to produce passive learners (Brown 

& Campione, 1994). They had singing time which involved number 

activities, and physical exercise which involved Mousercise, outside games, 

running, skipping and line dancing. Three of the five schools had computers 

in the classroom but only in two schools were they observed in use; only one 

child referred to the school computer. The children worked on writing 

activities and number activities, and went into groups for reading. When 

asked what they enjoyed doing in the classroom, few children could think of 
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a response. Only after several probes were activities, such as the computers, 

drawing, and activities available during wet lunchtimes, mentioned. Playing 

outside during break times was mentioned by all of the children as being 

what they enjoyed at school. A large slide which was installed in an 

adventure play ground was very popular in one school. 

The mesosystems 

The general aim of the study was to listen to the children and observe 

them at the time of transition to school, and to investigate to what extent the 

mesosystems supported a positive transition to school. Three main 

mesosystems were able to be observed: the home-kindergarten mesosystem, 

the kindergarten-school mesosystem and the school-home mesosystem. The 

mesosystem, or the inter-relationships between different settings, can help 

the transition from one setting to another, and this is particularly important 

where role demands are different in different settings. I have established 

earlier that entering school clearly does place many new role demands and 

constraint on children. Continuity and discontinuity between the beliefs and 

values of the different settings (or goal consensus), and whether intersetting 

communications and knowledge is transferred from one system to another, 

are important to establish. The children's views were sought on what they 

thought school would be like before they entered, during the transition, and 

after being there for several months. For Bronfenbrenner (1979) the 

transition to school is one of the natural transitions which occur throughout 

life. He describes an ecological transition as both "a consequence and 

instigator of developmental processes" (p.27), and this study offered an ideal 

opportunity to investigate development with a before/ after designed piece of 

research. Bronfenbrenner refers to this type of research as a "natural 

experiment" (p27). 

The roles, relationships and activities in the microsystems discussed above, 

serve as a basis in understanding what the children were experiencing in 

each. Encouraging the children to talk about the forthcoming transition to 



school proved challenging. The children showed no inclination to initiate 

talk about entering school, and it was usually adults who referred to the 

children's impending entry to school. 

Home-kindergarten mesosystem 

The roles, such as mother or baby, adopted by the children in their play 

activities illustrated a home-kindergarten mesosystem link. Children in the 

kindergarten acted out being mother. For example Lilly, whose mother was 

short of money, acted out her mother role when her pretend child wanted to 

go to MacDonalds. Home experiences were frequently observed being 

enacted in the kindergarten, and the teachers in the kindergarten often asked 

children about members of the family, or events which had taken place. 

Having mother as helper in the kindergarten also established a link 

between home and kindergarten. Here mother and child could observe each 

other in a setting different from the home setting. The child could see 

his/her mother as other children in the kindergarten saw her. 

The good relationships developed between the teachers and parents were 

important in strengthening the mesosystem for the child. Parents were 

welcomed into the kindergarten at all times. Teachers talked with the 

parents, invited them to stay for morning tea if appropriate, and were ready to 

discuss any problems about the child, either on a casual basis, or at an 

appointed time. The teachers in the kindergarten were warm and caring, not 

just of the children but to their family members. Many of the parents were 

on the kindergarten committee and involved in fund raising, so knew the 

teachers well. Events were organised which allowed parents, teachers and 

children to interact on a social level. There was a fish and chip evening 

where all members of families gathered in the kindergarten. Another event 

organised by teachers and committee members was a disco, which 

kindergarten children, siblings, parents and grandparents attended. 

Promoting the kindergarten as an integral part of the community successfully 

established mesosystem link between home and kindergarten. 
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The children took home paintings and models which they had made at 

kindergarten. I observed many such artefacts displayed in the home when I 

visited. Discussion about the objects helped establish a mesosystem between 

kindergarten and school. The kindergarten teachers and the parents 

encouraged the children to bring into the kindergarten interesting objects 

from home and talk about them, for example Kirsty's birds nest which she 

had found in the garden. 

Mesosystem links were strengthened between kindergarten and school 

when birthdays occurred. Excitement about birthday celebrations became 

entangled with sadness at leaving the kindergarten, where most of the 

children had been for two years. 

Bringing morning tea from home, stimulated discussion about the home 

environment, what was eaten, activities with siblings. Being able to talk 

about one setting while active in another was important in strengthening the 

mesosystem link between home and kindergarten. 

Kindergarten-school mesosystem 

School visits provided the first direct link between two settings, and is the 

one that establishes the existence of a mesosystem. None of the children in 

the study made a solitary transition, as mother accompanied each child on the 

first school visit. "The development of mutual trust, a positive orientation, 

goal consensus between settings and an evolving balance of power in favour 

of the developing person"(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.212) are essential if a 

successful transition is to take place. Although such development is seen as 

desirable, it was not clear from this study that all criteria were fulfilled. 

When the child entered school there was a feeling of mutual trust, and a 

positive adjustment. General agreement of the goals between settings, or 

evolving power in favour of the child were not observed. Perhaps two of the 

criteria were sufficient in the early part of the transition for it to be judged 

successful. As the child attended school for a longer period of time, mutual 

trust and positive orientation deteriorated, there appeared a lack of any 
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evolving power to the child, and it became increasingly clear that separate 

goals had emerged. 

School visits were extremely important in providing the initial 

mesosystem link. The children talked about school visits, but their accounts 

were not always accurate, for example, Tom talked about events which did 

not take place, according to his mother's report. The children talked about 

what the rules were in school and the differences in activities available at the 

kindergarten and the school. They also talked of things they did not like 

about school when they compared it with the kindergarten. The physical 

restrictions, the lack of play activities, and the lack of opportunity for shared 

learning were some of the criticisms made by the children, discontinuities of 

which the children were aware. 

Teachers in two schools endeavoured to vary the programme so the 

physical restriction of sitting on the mat for long periods of time was 

minimised. One school offered play activities which children in the study 

had expressed as enjoying in kindergarten. There was also offered a choice 

of activities in this classroom, and peer interactions were encouraged. 

Offering activities in the classroom which were similar to activities in the 

kindergarten was beneficial in establishing continuity between settings which 

in turn supports a positive transition. 

The children were often reluctant to discuss school, even after they had 

started, and it was only after direct questions that information was accessed. 

The children recognised the importance of learning school procedures, which 

confirmed Cullen's findings (1998), and the importance of work rather than 

play, which supported Wing's findings (1995). The procedures in the 

kindergarten were less constraining, and although there was much learning 

taking place, the children were not able to identify the activities in which they 

took part as either work or play, because they chose what they liked to do. 

In the early childhood environment knowledge of sociocultural 

perspectives that children learn in the context of social interactions with 

skilled others, have been incorporated into the curriculum, Te Whaariki, 
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along with respect for the child's and the family's beliefs and values. As in 

New Zealand, children are not required to attend school until they are six 

years-old, curriculum requirements need to be viewed with flexibility, 

acknowledging the fact that five year-olds are in a transitional year towards 

mandatory schooling. Children must adapt to a more structured learning in 

school where little acknowledgement is given to what children already know, 

or to the learning which is waiting to occur in the zone of proximal 

development. 

Brown & Campione (1994) use the term "guided discovery" which 

emphasises the role of the teacher. S/he must be sensitive to when it is 

useful to become involved in the learning process, and when to leave well 

alone. She must be aware when children are "ripe for new learning"(p.230) 

and must continually be conscious of what the children already know. S/he 

must be responsive to the children's current zone of proximal development. 

In the kindergarten the teachers displayed this sensitivity, and used their 

knowledge to step in to extend the child's knowledge when they thought it 

appropriate. In schools the curriculum appears to dominate teaching 

methods, which restricts opportunities for teachers to build on prior 

knowledge. By allowing curriculum requirements to dominate learning in 

the classroom, many children are unable to utilise the learning materials 

offered, because they are not ready in their present zone of proximal 

development. As teachers were working usually with large groups of 

children, so there was less emphasis on the children's learning and working 

together with other children, who could provide scaffolding for their 

learning. 

Moving from the kindergarten which has a large number of adults per 

child, to a school room which, at best has one adult to twelve children, and at 

worse one adult to over thirty children, was an aspect of the transition which 

emphasises discontinuities. Many of the children were aware of the lack of 

adult attention once in school. Many complained of the noise in school, and 
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also of the number of children, mainly bigger, that there were in the 

playground. 

One teacher had to contend with a large number of children in the class, 

over thirty by the end of the academic year, which made it extremely difficult 

for a new entrant entering towards the end of the school year. The other 

schools had policies which restricted numbers for new entrants classes, with 

limits of twelve to sixteen children. Three of the teachers held positions of 

responsibility, two principals and one deputy principal, in the schools, and 

two of these had gained most of their teaching experience with older children, 

which perhaps explains the structured programme and the concern which 

was expressed by one of these teachers. 

For the child entering school, play-times and lunchtimes were very 

difficult. Being turned out of the classroom into a large area where hundreds 

of children, all older, were chasing around must have been a fearful 

experience. There were few teachers on duty in the playground, and as these 

teachers were not known to the new entrant, asking for assistance for minor 

problems usually proved too difficult a task. Other challenges, such as going 

to the toilet at specific times, and for the boys being confronted with a urinal, 

for perhaps the first time, were presented. Being able to deal with unforeseen 

events, such as a pottle of yoghourt which had leaked into a child's bag, was a 

task which the child had to deal with on his/her own. Knowing what to do 

when confronted by bigger children, or when the bell rings was a difficulty for 

many children, as was finding your own classroom when all the children had 

suddenly disappeared because it was the end of playtime. Lunchtime 

presented the same problems as those faced at playtime, but it was for a 

longer period of time, a comment made by most of the children when 

beginning school. The rules of the school for eating lunch, in that children 

had to stay sitting, and could only leave the area after the teacher had given 

permission, was a stark contrast to the flexibility of eating in kindergarten and 

home. 



292 

There was very limited contact between the new entrants teachers and the 

kindergarten, so in this respect it is not surprising that mesosystem links were 

not strong. A teacher from one school visited the kindergarten on one 

occasion. Seeing the school teacher in the kindergarten interacting with the 

teachers and parents would be seen as a beneficial addition in establishing a 

kindergarten/ school mesosystem. None of the kindergarten visited the 

schools that their children would be entering. Perhaps a regulation making 

consultation between early childhood centres and schools mandatory, could 

be implemented as it has in Sweden. 

There is no question but that there is a marked change in role, activities 

and relationships associated with the move from being a kindergarten child 

to being a school child. While children may expect that the move to school 

will be associated with an increase in status and an increase in competence, 

for example learning to read, the most immediate role demands they must 

adjust to are different. In the kindergarten setting, children were involved in 

a role which allowed them relative free interactions in collaborative settings 

between peers and teachers, and the opportunity to initiate their own 

activities according to their particular interests, knowledge and social 

relationships. In kindergarten there is more active engagement and dynamic 

relationships between objects and people in the environment, whereas in 

school the situation demands a more passive, compliant role. 

The demands on all participants in the school setting are different. 

Children are usually in a larger group in school. The teacher has more direct 

control over activities and a more distant relationship with children. Work 

is primarily carried out alone rather than collaboratively, and curriculum 

demands define the nature of activities more rigidly. In school there are 

fewer opportunities for children to engage in self-initiated activities or to 

engage more spontaneously in social interactions with peers and teachers. 

A key aspect of the changed microsystem, is that the caring and sharing 

component of the teacher child relationship becomes less prominent with the 

move to school, which has the effect of reducing reciprocity in the 
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relationship with the teacher. The opportunity for sharing meanings 

between adults and children, and for adults to be sensitive to and 

knowledgeable about the child's past experience and family background, are 

therefore more limited in the school setting. Hence there is a degree of 

incompatibility between the two settings of kindergarten (and home) and 

school, which will require strong mesosystem interconnections to enable the 

child to adjust to the differing role demands, tasks, people and situations in 

each setting. 

School-home mesosystem 

As many studies (Bartholomew & Gustafsson, 1997; Brooker, 1996; Dauber, 

Alexander & Entwisle, 1993; Pallas et al., 1987; Renwick, 1987; Shannon, 1995) 

show, one of the critical factors in a child adapting to school, is the teacher's 

behaviour. All the children in this study went to school on that first day 

accompanied by their mother and myself. There were multiple links, that is 

more than one person active in both settings, to establish the mesosystem. 

From that initial visit the child observed not only the response of the teacher 

to her/himself and to other children, but also the teacher's response to 

his/her mother. 

The mesosystem can be established quickly, but to be effective in 

supporting the child, there needs to be warm reciprocal relationships 

established between the caregivers in both systems. One mother received 

little acknowledgement from the teacher and found the school visit 

accompanying the child an unpleasant experience. As one of the mothers in 

the study found, it can be an unpleasant experience, especially when there 

was no acknowledgement from the teacher. This sadly makes the transition 

an unhappy one for the mother, and one that will affect the support offered 

by the mesosystem as perceived by the child. Most of the teachers, however, 

acknowledged the parents when they brought their children into the class, 

with varying signs of warmth. Two of the five teachers in the study appeared 

responsive and warm to the children, and spoke to them with respect. All 

the teachers were friendly towards the children, and for the most part were 
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courteous in their interactions, which while it did not eliminate sadness 

shown by the children when their mothers left them in the classroom, it did 

help to establish a mesosystem link. Even innumerable school visits did not 

totally remove this difficulty of separation, a finding upheld by Hinton's 

study (1989) which found that there were many ways to improve skills to 

prepare the child for school, but separation from the caregiver remained a 

difficulty for the child. 

A mesosystem link was incorporated when birthdays, which occurred at the 

time of transition, were acknowledged in the home and school. Allowing 

the children to bring into school birthday presents from home, and 

encouraging the children to talk about some aspect of their special day, was 

useful in establishing a link between home and school. Most children were 

given a badge or sticker on the day they started school which they took home, 

another useful way to establish a supportive mesosystem. 

Parents and siblings' discussion of classroom routines and rules supported 

the establishment of mesosystem links. This discussion helped the child to 

understand the roles which would be enacted in the new microsystem. As 

the routine in the classroom changes little when a new child enters, the child 

has to adapt quickly to what is expected in the school environment. 

Accommodation of the organism to a new environment is essential if 

development is to take place (Bronfenbrenner, 1978), and the children in the 

study had to accept change. The change for many children led to an 

acceptance of new conditions, but some children devised alternative 

behaviours, such as gazing out of the window, or teasing a nearby child, 

which may have may have been a response to the loss of their autonomy. 

Parent help in the classroom which would have helped in establishing a 

mesosystem between home and school, was not utilised in any of the schools. 

School Three did employ a parent as a teacher aide, and I observed her 

reading to the children and generally helping around the classroom. Having 

objects in both microsystems is seen to be helpful in establishing a 

mesosystem, children were discouraged from bringing items from home into 
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most of the schools, mainly because the responsibility of keeping such objects 

safe was too great. The teacher in School Five accepted that responsibility 

and the children brought in items which often stimulated some discussion. 

The children could bring in items for "Show and tell" in School Two. 

To strengthen the mesosystem, the schools communicated with parents by 

newsletters which informed them of what was occurring in the classroom, or 

what events were taking place in the school. Children took class reading 

books home, and also library books. Having objects common to both settings 

could be seen as helpful in establishing continuity. 

Summary 

Mesosystem linkages did occur and some continuities helped ease the 

transition for some children. For example school visits, and mothers 

accompanying children on the first day of school, having siblings familiar 

with the school, helped to increase knowledge of the new setting for the child, 

and to establish an ongoing relationship between the family and the school, 

so that continued intersetting communication could develop. There 

remained considerable discontinuities between settings mainly because of 

different goals aspired by the early childhood curriculum and the school 

curriculum. There were few chances of intersetting communication between 

early childhood teachers and primary teachers to enable setting values and 

goals to be clarified, or plan ways to develop new linkages The main vehicle 

for setting up intersetting linkages was through the family. Since some of 

the parents felt uncomfortable within the new setting and there was no 

involvement of parents as parent helpers in school, considerable need to 

improve mesosystem connections was revealed by the study. In programmes 

with strong links between school and the community, such interconnections 

should be easy to establish. "A neighborhood's connection to the school in 

its midst can bind children to education and lend cohesion to the 

community" (Maroff, 1998, p.373). 
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Friendships and mesosystems 
A further aim of the study was to investigate how friendships develop 

between young children and how important these friendships are at the time 

of transition. 

Starting school with a friend, which has been believed to be helpful at the 

time of transition (Faulkner & Miell, 1993; Goodnow & Burns, 1985; Howes, 

1996; Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996; Patrick, 1995; Roffey eta!., 1994) was less 

important than expected for the children in this study (Ledger, Smith & Rich, 

2000). It was apparent that children could identify friends, and had their own 

emergent understanding of what friendship meant. They knew that friends 

played together, were nice to each other, were seen on a regular basis, cared 

and comforted them. A collaborative process seemed to take place between 

friends where each child takes his/her own perspective, compares it with the 

other's, and in doing so clarifies his/her own position. The children then 

"co-construct" (Rogoff, 1990, p. 179) their perspectives and develop a shared 

understanding, which in turn strengthens their friendship. Children learn 

the skills of friendship from peers, parents and teachers, through talking 

about and practising friendship. 

Establishing acceptance with peers for young children is complex, and 

children's early attempts at friendships in the kindergarten met with varying 

success (Corsaro, 1979; Corsaro, 1985; Corsaro, 1988). For many children, 

friends in the kindergarten changed on a daily basis. We, as adults, expect 

children to have friends, as it accepted that friends are good to have. Parents 

and teachers help children to develop friendships, by setting up situations 

where children can get to know each other in kindergarten and in the 

neighbourhood. When children are ready to begin school parents are keen 

that there will be friends with whom to play. 

Opportunities for sharing fun with another child (Goodnow, 1985) within 

the school classroom environment are limited, however, as most of the 

child's time is taken by teacher directed activities. Children did take 
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opportunities to have fun in school, usually surreptitiously, though often in 

the teacher's eyes, this would have been described as misbehaviour. 

The findings of this study highlighted the dependency of young children on 

their parents for the continuance of friendships. Friendships usually depend 

on access and shared time spent together with peers, and this is largely 

dependent on parents. Mothers probably influenced kindergarten 

friendships the most, and also affected the continuance of these friendships. 

Going to different schools usually ensured the eventual termination of 

friendships, unless mothers could help gain access to friends. Availability of 

transport to visit a friend depended on parents, and these young children did 

not seem to use the phone very much to keep contact with friends. 

Friendships were discouraged by parents and teachers if they perceived the 

friendships as unsuitable. Teachers could also influence friendships, for 

example teachers re-arranging seating groups had a tendency to disrupt 

developing friendships, and moves to other classes could terminate 

friendships. 

The children in the study who entered school without knowing any other 

child made the transition well. On later visits they were observed playing 

with other children, and when interviewed reported having various friends. 

Children who were group friends in the kindergarten tended to re-establish 

the friendship once they were settled into school. No child in the sample 

made friends with children who had come from other early childhood 

centres. Cross gender friendships became more covert during school hours 

which fits with research supporting the difficulties of cross gender friendships 

in a school setting (Smith & Inder, 1990). 

Friendships did not appear to offer support in the mesosystem linking 

kindergarten and school, nor of home and school. Knowing children from 

the kindergarten meant that for some children, approaching other children 

was perhaps easier. Members of group friendships in the kindergarten 

tended to re-establish friendships after the initial period of transition 

occurred. A cross gender friendship developed between two children who 
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had had no contact in the kindergarten, although they were known to each 

other. 

This study provided an opportunity to observe the importance of 

friendships during the transition from kindergarten to school, as each child 

entered school on Ius/her own. The peer relationships which the child had 

already established in the kindergarten did not seem particularly helpful on 

the actual day that the transition to school took place. Peers did not welcome 

or even talk with the new entrant, even though some friendships could have 

been described as quite strong in the kindergarten. On the second or third 

day there developed interactions between the incoming child and children 

already in the school. These interactions were frequently with familiar 

children who had been in the kindergarten from which they came, and not 

with children from other early childhood centres. 

Family 

Investigating children's concept of family and exploring the importance of 

the family members, especially at the time of the transition to school, was one 

of the aims of this study. 

The children's concepts of family varied in that, as O'Brien, Alldred and 

Jones (1996) found, there appeared no fixed criteria for them to define a 

family. A diverse range of families was illustrated for the children, but the 

nuclear family of mother, father and two children was the most easily 

accepted image of a family by all of the children. For most children the 

presence of children was a defining aspect of family, while for those children 

who came from a family with mother only, the concept of family did not 

seem to relate to their own circumstances. Members of the family being 

physically in the same location, and loving each other were criteria used by 

many children. Some of the children were very uncertain of the 

relationships which were shown, such as a boyfriend, and vocabulary, such as 

step-father, had to be explained. 

The cluld/ mother relationship was very significant, a finding supported 

by other research (Dunn & Plomin, 1986; Mayall, 1996). The importance of 
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the mother role is well accepted, but for these young children every aspect of 

their lives appeared dependent on her. She set the schedules of the family 

and attempted to meet their physical and cognitive needs. She was able to 

share experiences with children, and used these to help them advance their 

learning and increase their independence. It was mother who was with 

them during the periods of transition. Mother was the link between 

microsystems. She was with the child in the home, the neighbourhood, the 

early childhood centre and at school. It was with mother that discussions 

took place about difficulties with teachers, other children and siblings. The 

values and beliefs held by mother were shared between mother and child. 

The intersubjectivity between mothers and children enabled new learning to 

take place by mothers providing sensitive guidance for their children. 

Relationships with other members of the family were also influential and 

provided other sources of support for the child. The relationship with 

fathers depended on their accessibility, and the availability of their time. 

Only one father was present with the mother when the child entered school, 

although four fathers were present at their children's farewell ceremony at 

the kindergarten. This could be explained by the difficulties that fathers have 

in taking time from work, or a reluctance to visit the formal school system. 

The more relaxed atmosphere in the kindergarten, and flexibility of time, 

could also be a major factor making it easier for fathers to participate there. 

Most fathers had previously visited the kindergarten for the purpose of 

dropping off or picking up their children, so felt relatively comfortable in that 

familiar environment. 

Children often talked about their fathers and the activities they did 

together. The way one child completed a puzzle was attributed to the time 

spent with her father working on puzzles and the skills she had learnt by 

sharing the activity. Another child watched nature programmes with his 

father during which discussions developed. He spoke warmly of the times 

he shared with his father and displayed the knowledge which he had acquired 

from their joint activities. 
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Siblings who were already in the school when the child started, sometimes 

offered their support. Most siblings were there for the new entrant on the 

first day, and were useful in explaining school rules to their younger sibling. 

Before school, siblings offered information about the work they were doing in 

school, but tended to stress the negative aspects of schoolwork and 

homework. 

Grandparents and other extended family members supported children and 

parents when school began. However, the amount of support depended on 

their locality in connection with their grandchildren. They were also helpful 

in caring for younger siblings while mother was involved with the school 

entrant, and in physical help such as altering school uniforms. Grandparents 

also figured in children's conversations about what was taking place in their 

lives. 

The family, as Garbarino (1992) suggests, is the most influential of the 

microsystems, and as such, the members of the family play an important part 

in all aspects of the child's life, especially when the child is at a time of 

transition. 

The mesosystem which developed between home and school has already 

been discussed, and in this study it was the mother who was the significant 

person involved in school visits and taking the child to school on the first 

day. Few fathers were physically involved in this part of the transition. 

Other members of the family such as older siblings in the school, are 

important in supporting the child at the time of transition. These siblings 

have also prepared the new entrant for what to expect in the school setting, 

helping establish a mesosystem before the child enters school. 

Grandparents were involved in establishing a mesosytem in that they 

helped prepare uniforms, provided new lunch boxes, felts, etc. For some 

children, grandparents met them from school and took them home. 

Listening to the children talk about what they expected before the 

transition and after, enabled a picture to emerge of the importance of 
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mesosystems which offer support to the child at the time of transition to 

school. 

From my observations differences between the microsystems of home and 

school, and of kindergarten and school caused problems for all the children, 

as they adjusted to new role demands, more teacher directed activities, and 

more distant relationships with teachers. Research (Cullen, 1991; Velazquez, 

1992; Winegar & Valsiner, 1992) that recommends continuity of experience 

when moving from one microsystem to another supports the findings in the 

current study. The children when asked, expected differences in school, from 

the kindergarten and home, and were sufficiently challenged by the 

forthcoming change, indicating that some discontinuity was anticipated. The 

number of discontinuities that the children encountered were, for some, 

however, difficult to cope with and behaviours such as crying, bed-wetting, 

and anger resulted, which affected them and their families. 

II Conclusions and Theoretical Implications 

Ecological perspectives 

The transition from early childhood centre to school has been explored 

from children's viewpoints using two theoretical perspectives. Using 

ecological theory the children were observed in three microsystems and the 

mesosytem links examined. The roles, relationships and activities were 

observed in the three settings and changes that took place at the time of 

transition were examined. For Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1992) making the 

transition from early childhood centre to school can be described as a 

normative transition because it is one that most New Zealand children 

experience. 

For an ecological transition to be accomplished smoothly, it is helpful that 

the microsystems are similar or compatible, and that supportive mesosystem 

links exist. This study did not find the roles, relationships and activities 

which children utilised within the home, and kindergarten microsystems, 

were supported in the school microsystem. Children had to adjust to quite 
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different role demands, and teacher-led activities without the benefit of close, 

warm, sensitive relationships to scaffold their adjustment to a new setting. 

Continuity of experiences makes the transition more comfortable, whereas 

discontinuities can cause the children confusion in that their established ways 

of responding in one microsystem is no longer appropriate in another. Some 

discontinuity of experience, however, is expected and desirable as children 

learn from new experiences in different settings (Velazquez, 1992). Yet in 

order to adjust to discontinuities, children's existing learning is stretched, and 

they need strong support to take on all these new task demands. 

There have been difficulties in this study in defining the length of time 

needed to make a judgement on whether a child has made a successful 

transition or not. Bronfenbrenner does not suggest a time span, except for 

the transition to death which is a sudden and final one. If the transition to 

school is limited to the day on which the child starts, then all the children in 

this study made successful transitions. However, as Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

sees an ecological transition as "a process of mutual accommodation between 

the organism and its surroundings" (p.27) this is a process which could take 

years. But for these children, the accommodation to a new environment 

needed to be fairly rapid, if they were to be comfortable in their new settings 

and adjust to the altered demands. They had to understand that their roles 

activities, and relationships altered. For most children the expectations of 

school changed after a few days, and many were unhappy in the new 

environment. An unsuccessful transition involved unhappiness and 

confusion for the child, which in turn affected the home microsystem and the 

relationships with other microsystems. Garbarino (1992) argues that as the 

home is the most important of the microsystems the unhappiness for a child 

in the school has repercussions at home. This proved to be the case for most 

of the children taking part in this study. 

As the study involved talking with the children up to six months after 

making the transition, in retrospect one should consider if most of the 

transitions were successful. The children had made adaptations to fit into a 
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new ecological setting by accepting changes in activities, roles and 

relationships. For example they no longer expected the activities to include 

sand play, water play, or painting, but expected to sit quietly, listen to the 

teacher, do plenty of writing and reading activities. Their new role was a 

compliant and obedient one, which did not include talk unless the teacher 

gave permission, and where children's views would rarely be sought or 

acknowledged. Relationships with adults would be limited to one adult, the 

teacher during school hours. For many of the children, what had developed 

was a negativity towards school. 

Ecological theory suggests that there should be mutual accommodation, yet 

the changes seemed to be made only by the children and not by the school. 

Children who had been successful in the microsystem of an early childhood 

centre entered school where there was little apparent interest in what they 

had learned in other settings. Parents' knowledge of the children was not 

usually acknowledged in the school setting, which again illustrates the lack of 

mutual accommodation between the two microsystems during the transition. 

Garbarino (1992) emphasised that at the mesosystem level the two settings 

should respect each other and the values found in each should be consistent. 

When a comparison is made of the treatment of children in the three 

microsystems of kindergarten, school and home, it is clear that discrepancies 

are to be found. Positive regard for the child, and the recognition of 

competent behaviour is observed in the home and kindergarten, but not so 

clearly observed in the school. 

The dyad for Bronfenbrenner (1979) is the basic building block upon which 

microsystems develop. A relationship develops between two people even 

when the part played by one member of the dyad is merely observing the 

other. When a child sits on the mat in the classroom a relationship develops 

where there is some awareness by the teacher that the child is showing 

interest. This was observed many times when the teacher was pleased at the 

answers offered by the children who were interested in the subject under 

discussion. If the child ceases to be interested, and starts attending to other 
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happenings in the room, then the relationship is lost. The most useful dyad 

is when the two members are involved in a joint activity. This relationship 

develops with mother from an early age. In the kindergarten there is 

evidence of joint activity dyads with teachers, other adults and other children. 

The basis of this dyad is that reciprocity is generated. Mutual feedback 

between members of the dyad motivate perseverance and more complex 

interactions. The reciprocity of the interactions in the dyad is desirable but 

usually one member has more influence than the other. There is a balance 

of power and warmth between members of the dyad. Power relations 

include the physical as well as social aspects, so a child will learn ways to 

recognise and contend with physical challenges which are a particular threat 

in the microsystem of school. 

The opportunity for learning occurs when the balance of power shifts to 

give more control to the developing person, according to Bronfenbrenner 

(1978). Opportunities for this in the kindergarten are varied because many 

children have knowledge which they may share with others. Younger 

children can often share information with older children although physically 

the power is with the older bigger child. Teachers can be shown interesting 

objects about which a child may be knowledgeable. One child in this study 

was a veritable expert on dinosaurs and shared his knowledge with me, yet 

his teacher seemed uninterested in this knowledge in the context of the 

demands on her to produce learning outputs of a different kind. The ability 

to give away power is a major factor in the learning process. In the school 

classroom the teachers in this study seemed reluctant to accept that the 

children were knowledgeable when they entered school, and to build on this 

in supporting new learning. The child had to learn to move back to a 

situation where there was an unequal balance of power in favour of the 

teacher and a lack of reciprocity in the new entrant classrooms that I observed 

in. 

For Bronfenbrenner a primary dyad exerts a powerful force in motivating 

learning. It is more likely for the child to acquire skills, knowledge and 
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values from the other member of a primary dyad. The closeness of the bond 

between parents and their children, illustrates the usefulness of this concept. 

While dyads are much more difficult to operate within the school context of 

large groups and poor teacher-child ratios, this is one aspect of the school 

microsystem which constrains optimal learning. 

The mesosystem, that is the link between home and school, and between 

kindergarten and school from the child's perspective was an important focus 

of this study. Each child was accompanied by his/her parent when they went 

on school visits, which is seen as the actual beginning of the mesosytem link, 

and when the child was enrolled in school, a parent accompanied the child. 

As I was also accompanying the child, the mesosystem was "multiply linked" 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.211). Such a mesosystem is of great significance to 

the ease with which the child is able to function in the new microsystem. 

Bronfenbrenner emphasises that the developmental potential in both settings 

in a mesosytem is enhanced by "the development of mutual trust, a positive 

orientation, goal consensus between settings and an evolving balance of 

power in favour of the developing person"(l979, p.212). 

Providing the child with knowledge about the new setting is the most 

common method used to prepare the child for the new setting. Parents talk 

about their own experiences at school, which may not be helpful for the 

nervous child making a transition. Older siblings already in school can help 

remove some apprehension which may be felt by the new entrant. Children 

read books about school, watch television, or see videos about the school 

experience. Schools allow visits and as children frequently attend schools in 

the neighbourhood, familiarity with the location of the school and play areas 

are seen as providing "intersetting knowledge". Taking a favourite toy to 

school can be a positive way to ensure intersetting knowledge, but was not 

encouraged in some of the schools in the study, whereas the kindergarten 

encouraged bringing toys from home in that they had a teddy bear day, or a 

pet day. 
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Knowledge from school to home was less easy to provide except in the 

way of new letters and factual information about events which were taking 

place. Some teachers provided a weekly news sheet explaining what theme 

the children would be working on that week. Possibly the most useful policy 

was the "open door" policy where teachers welcomed parents into the 

classroom and listened to what parents had to say about their children. 

Though time consuming, such an approach can enhance the teacher's ability 

to build on shared knowledge about the child. Being able to observe the child 

in three microsystems enabled the researcher to view the child ass/he enters 

the mesosystem linking them. 

The influence of the exosystem in this study was particularly clear when 

parents' occupations affected the life of the child. When a father was made 

redundant, or a mother started part-time work, life for the child changed. 

For example care of the child was shared with father because he no longer had 

to be away from the home working. When another mother decided to 

continue her career, father changed his schedule to make himself available 

for child-care. When a shortage of money meant that mother had to take on 

evening work, care of the children became the responsibility of the father, and 

bed time was less strictly adhered to. The late arrival of the child at 

kindergarten and later at school, was a direct result of events in mother's 

work (part of the exosystem). 

It is part of our culture in New Zealand for children, like the ones in the 

study, to have access to kindergarten and school. Government provides 

funding to ensure that children have access to early childhood education and 

school. These values and beliefs form part of the macrosystem in 

Bronfenbrenner's framework (p.258). What children learn about roles, 

activities and relationships in one setting have a strong influence on how 

competent the child will be in developing roles and relationships in quite a 

different setting. Bronfenbrenner rates the family, then the workplace, and a 

close third, peer relations as the most potent primary settings. A similar case 
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could be made for ranking the family, the school or kindergarten, and peer 

relationships as being the primary settings for children. 

Although early ecological theoretical frameworks did not emphasise the 

role of the organism, later developments included the "active, growing 

human being" (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The active part played by the 

developing organism is an important aspect of sociocultural theories. The 

children's unique and individual characteristics (as described in Chapter Five) 

had a major role to play in their resilience in coping with the transition to 

school. 

Sociocultural theoretical perspectives 

The children in this study were lively, challenging, and interesting. They 

amazed me with their perceptiveness, acumen, and astuteness. These 

children were not passive but active in making meaning from their social 

settings. Interactions with peers and adults within the kindergarten and the 

home offered many opportunities for learning to take place. As Rogoff (1990) 

argued, social interaction with other people is essential for any cognitive 

development to occur. It is the social activity, not the individual, that 

becomes the focus for development. Individuals change by their 

involvement with one another, this prepares them to handle future 

involvement in subsequent related activities. Taking part in an activity 

means involvement and participation. Children in this study gained 

confidence from repetitive activities in which they participated. Playing in 

the sand pit stimulated learning as children constructed meaning together. 

The interpersonal processes, which for Rogoff (1996) includes people 

communicating and co-ordinating, were seen with the children and with 

adults in all settings. Opportunities were available in the kindergarten for 

children to develop cognitively, and appropriate help from peers and adults 

enabled the children to learn in their zone of proximal development. There 

were numerous occasions when scaffolding was observed, mainly in the 

kindergarten, but also in the home. Supporting learning by a transformation 

of learning point of view was evident in some degree in all the settings. In 
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the kindergarten children were encouraged to collaborate with others and 

reach conclusions about their activities based on their own flexibility and 

willingness to reassess what they had achieved. 

As the child interacted mainly in a dyadic relationship with me at home, 

there were few opportunities to observe scaffolding offered by other members 

of the family. However, the children talked in interviews of ways in which 

their siblings, parents and other relatives had helped them with activities, 

which were clearly examples of scaffolding. 

The home and kindergarten were a contrast to the school environment, 

where there were few situations where peers, or adults, were involved in 

collaboration work, or with problem solving activities. The teacher was 

usually the only adult in the classroom, with between seven and thirty four 

children. The number of children varied between schools and the time of 

the year. The atmosphere in the classroom was not conducive for help from 

peers, as the children were rewarded for being "on task" and working quietly 

and independently. Interaction between children was not acceptable in most 

of the classrooms and "on task" behaviour was valued. The teacher in 

School Five was content to allow the children to talk and help each other. 

There was little individual support for the children, as teacher time was 

limited. 

Learning in the classrooms I visited depended on the transmission of 

knowledge from the expert, the teacher. Indirectly the children acquired 

knowledge but programmes in the classroom were not designed to be child 

centred. 

Rogoff sees learning as "a community process of transformation of 

participation" (Rogoff, 1996, p.388), and this concept was put into practice in a 

school which adopted a community of learners model. This model involves 

active learners and more skilled partners who provide leadership and 

guidance to support the stance that learning takes place collaboratively. In a 

community of learners, children learn the information as they work with 

peers and adults in carrying out activities with purposes explicitly connected 
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with the history and current practices of the community. In this school 

adults must develop an awareness of what children are ready for and 

interested in, as adult and child engage in shared activities. Children and 

adults are active in structuring the inquiry, adults guide the process, and 

children take part in managing their own learning. 

Using this model in New Zealand schools would be a challenge. There 

would be a need for parents in the community who were prepared to devote 

time in the classroom on a consistent basis. As many parents already give 

their time for reading programmes, and fund raising activities, it is probable 

that the same interested parents would volunteer in a programme in which 

they would be closely involved with children's learning. If parents are 

unable to offer their services because of younger siblings or employment 

outside the home, there are other members of the community who may be 

available and willing to become involved. One example of community help 

is of a reading programme developed in the Wairarapa which utilises retired 

people supplied by churches (personal communication from a co-ordinator). 

The programme has been running for three years and is proving successful in 

helping reluctant readers. I believe there are enough people in the 

community to incorporate the community of learners model in at least some 

of our schools. 

For sociocultural theorists the practices of the individual have less 

importance than the processes of the sociocultural activity. For development 

to take place there needs to be a social environment in which the child can 

interact. From such a social setting, cognitive development will take place. 

The importance of intersubjectivity, shared perspectives and joint decision 

making has been stressed by all socioculturalists. In this study the successful 

use of these ideas in the home and kindergarten is well illustrated in the data. 

In the school setting there are fewer opportunities to develop shared 

thinking, or intersubjectivity, because of high numbers of children and the 

teacher's commitment to curriculum demands. 
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Addison Stone (1993) suggests that for a child, learning must be relevant, as 

if child, or teacher, feels that there is little value in what is being taught, or 

learned, then motivation for learning is lost. Internalising what is learned is 

dependent on being able to take on the other's perspective, difficult to do in 

some of the classrooms in this study. 

In order to overcome some of these difficulties, teacher-child ratios in first 

year classrooms could be improved, and extra adult help, either through 

voluntary, or paid help, could be utilised. However, being able to overcome 

a physical problem in new entrants classrooms, will not overcome entirely 

the lack of intersubjectivity between child and teacher. Schools would need 

to move towards a more collaborative model of learning which would 

require in-service training and professional development. 

The "guided discovery" model suggested by Brown & Campione (1994) is 

also based on the community of learners philosophy, but uses students 

instead of adults as experts who share their expertise with other students. As 

an ex teacher who has tried to incorporate innovative methods of teaching 

and learning based on sound learning principles, I see this as a valid model 

but more suited for older students. The "guided discovery" model could be 

incorporated with younger children, but adult helpers would need to be 

available to support the child in seeking the informations/he required. 

Even when using traditional methods of learning, the desirability of adult 

helpers in new entrant classrooms has been raised frequently in the literature. 

Intersubjectivity, the shared focus of understanding and purpose 

embedded in caring and nurturing activities, was present in the home and 

kindergarten. This intersubjectivity between mother and child was 

particularly strong, and mothers frequently explained to the child in my 

presence the meanings of actions or words, and discussions followed which 

enabled the child to have greater understanding. This valuable insight was 

shared with teachers in the kindergarten who recognised the importance of 

intersubjectivity for the child. The teachers in the kindergarten and other 

adults also developed shared meanings with the children which were 
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invaluable in advancing the child's learning. Because the teachers had 

worked in the kindergarten for many years and several children from the 

same family had attended, historical aspects of the family was shared by 

parents, teachers and children. This was most effective in that the teachers 

could talk about grandparents or older sibling, and parents and children 

referred to people and events which were familiar to the teachers. 

All the adults in the study relied on "folk psychology" or as Bruner 

alternatively describes it "common sense" (1990, p.35). Intuitive theories 

about how minds, ours and others, work affect profoundly our interactions 

with others. The culture's folk psychology is learned early and used daily 

along with language that is learned. Olson and Bruner (1998) point out that 

any innovations in teaching or learning have to compete with, replace, or 

modify the folk pedagogy which already guides teachers and pupils. Beliefs 

and assumptions held by the teacher, and about the teacher, guides the 

manner in which teaching and learning takes place. Trying to change the 

established views which are based firmly on folk psychology, proves a 

difficult task for theorists who want a practical application for their ideas. 

In this study, teachers, although acknowledging the desirability of a less 

structured approach in their classrooms, used folk psychology to defend their 

positions. For example, children sitting quietly on the mat, listening to the 

teacher is conducive to learning. 

Kindergarten teachers also draw on their own beliefs about children's 

minds, and how they learn. These beliefs show when interactions take place 

in an early childhood setting. They do not tend to impart knowledge but 

scaffold the child while they explore their own learning. The teachers 

interpreted situations, were sensitive to the context, and drew on cultural 

meaning when negotiations were taking place with children. 

Parents too have ingrained cultural beliefs about children and how they 

should be treated. They regularly interact with their children in order to 

understand the child's perspective. Parents use a common sense approach to 

ensure their children understand that attending school is part of our culture. 
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Several parents, although sympathetic to their children's sad feelings when 

starting school, ensured a no nonsense approach 

The school environment offered few opportunities for intersubjectivity. 

The teachers did not appear to want information about the children that the 

parent had to share. The teacher had her agenda, constrained by curriculum 

and the demands of school organization, and the child had to conform. 

When children offered to share an experience, which they saw as important 

as a topic, it was not always recognised as important by the teacher. There 

appeared to be little evidence of shared goals between teacher and child. The 

teacher's overall goal was for learning to take place, but for the child, learning 

takes place when s/he has reached an appropriate level in the zone of 

proximal development. If there is no sensitivity to this readiness from the 

teacher then the shared goals are not the same. 

Play activities seemed to disappear once the child entered the school 

classroom and play was not recognised as having a role in learning by the 

children. Work is all important in school, which children interpret as any 

activity directed by the teacher, a finding supported by Wing (1995) and 

Sherman (1997). Play for Vygotsky (1978) does not simply satisfy the child's 

needs, but allows the child to develop rules which reflect those of society. In 

play, young children use their imagination and act out situations which they 

see around them. Vygotsky saw play as creating a zone of proximal 

development for the child, and for older children. Vygotsky saw 

imagination as "play without action" (Vygotsky, 1978, p.93). For the children 

in this study, day-dreaming became the substitute for play, except during free 

time. For most of the children their imagination seemed to be used only 

when their attention wandered from teacher structured activities, usually 

while sitting on the mat. 

The transition to school involves challenges for the children, which 

require a shift in their perspectives, which in turn produces changes in levels 

of understanding. All of these changes rely on children interacting socially 

with peers and adults in all settings in order for the transition to be successful. 
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It was clear from this study that children can make decisions, argue against, 

or comply with the rules imposed on them. In schools, many of the rules 

made little sense to children, so children develop strategies to overcome their 

imposition. In the family context, children frequently negotiate a position 

that seems more attractive to them. The children argue with parents and 

siblings in an effort for their views to be heard. The success, seen by Rogoff 

(1996) as transformation of participation, achieved allows the children to 

become confident enough to enable further negotiations at a future time. 

Children play an active role in making use of social guidance, and routine 

arrangements are important in offering children opportunities to take part in 

cultural activities, which are not seen as instructional. 

In the kindergarten the children made many decisions which did not 

always fit into what adults expected. On occasions the children broke the 

rules but they were then involved in discussions about why the rules were 

there. The children's ideas were acknowledged and some small changes 

implemented, an approach which allowed children a degree of autonomy 

over their lives. As Cole (1985) suggested when children and adults work 

together, they are best able to utilise the skills which the children have 

developed, to learn to use the tools of their culture. 

Children are active participants as they seek out what they need to solve 

problems of all kinds. Children in kindergarten and home take 

responsibility for their physical care. In the home mother takes a less central 

role as the child learns how to care for him/herself. In the kindergarten, 

going to the toilet, washing hands, and eating are all left to the child to decide 

when such physical activities are necessary. By contrast in school, children 

have to ask permission to do all of these physical things, findings which have 

been supported by Mayall (1994a; 1996) who found many physical restrictions 

imposed on children. These restrictions were given voice to by all the 

children in my study. Having to sit cross-legged on the mat, in the classroom 

and in assemblies; having to sit in crowded areas when classes join together 
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for activities, were all indicative of an institution which treats children as 

"malleable victims" (James & Prout, 1996, p.45). 

Observing children in the context of their homes, early childhood centres 

and schools offered many opportunities for me to see how children live their 

lives, and the flexibility they showed in meeting the demands made in these 

settings. James (1996, p.48) suggests that the children may develop a "multi

subjective set of selves" to cope with each contrasting environment. The 

children were innovative in the ways that contrasting demands were made of 

them in the three contexts they were observed, and they adapted to these 

demands. This view of the child as an active agent is supported by James 

(1996, p.49) who suggests that "children can be seen as complex actors and 

interpreters of a complex world". There is an acknowledgement that not all 

children seem able to develop the skills necessary to change their manner of 

behaving in different social environments. This may explain the difficulties 

which some of the children in my study encountered on making the 

transition to school. They had not developed social skills and understanding 

sufficiently well to recognise that behaviours, or styles of action which served 

them well in the kindergarten and at home, no longer were as appropriate in 

the school. 

III Evaluation of the Research Methodology 

In order to access a child's perspectives the method used was under 

constant change during the data collection phase. Being to some extent a 

participant observer, I interacted with the children at the same time as 

interviewing and observing them. In the unstructured interviews in the 

kindergarten office, little information was offered by children about the 

forthcoming transition to school, although much data were accumulated 

about the children's everyday experiences, their families and friends. My 

questions became more directed in order to gain some information about 

how the children were feeling about the transition to school. Direct 

questioning was on occasions, the most immediate way of gaining 
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information, and I justified its use by recognising that I asked direct questions 

of adults when I wanted information. 

In the home the children were more keen to play with me than to talk 

with me about issues I wanted to discuss, which meant that it was sometimes 

difficult to find out their views on some issues, most particularly about 

school. The use of laminated pictures to assess favourite activities in the 

kindergarten enabled the children to select and order their favourites. The 

children selected pictures of activities which were in the picture but which 

was not necessarily the major activity. Only by allowing the children to 

elaborate on the reasons for their choices was an accurate representation 

gained. They seemed to feel comfortable about agreeing to my requests for 

their views. The pictures were useful in triggering the children's memories 

of which activities were available in the kindergarten, but there were too 

many of them, yet selecting only some of the pictures would have limited the 

activities which the children could choose from. 

When conducting semi-structured interviews using play figures to assess 

how the children perceived families, the results again were absorbing because 

the children elaborated on their answers. These elaborations revealed how 

the children's lived experiences and cultural discourses influenced them, 

findings supported by previous research (Brannen & O'Brien, 1996; 

Bretherton & Watson, 1990; Pence, 1988b). Although the vocabulary used is 

common in everyday language, sometimes misunderstandings arise when 

adults use words which they expect children to understand. I found that the 

number of vignettes was excessive. Although I found it fascinating hearing 

what the children understood about family relationships, for many children 

the activity became uninteresting. I frequently negotiated with the children 

to complete the activity with a promise of playing a game of their choice. If I 

were to use this method again I would limit the vignettes to five or six for 

very young children. Another difficulty was keeping the children directed to 

the task at hand. They had fun arranging their own combinations of play 
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figures, and asking me questions. As we discussed and co-constructed 

solutions to problems such as sixteen people living in the same house. 

A difficulty with language was particularly apparent in the school setting 

where children were given instructions using words like "studying" which 

the teacher assumed the child understood. For the child, some definition is 

assumed and then used as a basis for future understanding. By checking that 

the child understands what is said, misunderstandings can be avoided. In 

the home when parents talk with their children, they become aware quickly 

when there is a misunderstanding, and adjustments are made to the language 

to ensure accurate understanding. Different vocabulary used within 

microsystems, can cause confusion for children endeavoring to learn 

procedures and rules when entering a new microsystems. It was constantly 

necessary to adjust the vocabulary and language I used to enable the child to 

understand. 

Treating the children with respect in interviews and allowing them the 

courtesy of taking part or not, as they wished, was the way that the children 

could be encouraged to express their views freely. The framework of the 

interviews, however, sometimes became too open-ended for information 

about the transition to school to be accessed. This as mentioned above 

required more directed questions. 

The study relied heavily on field notes taken in the classroom during the 

transition period to school, because the use of the video camera was intrusive 

to the children in the class. When using the camera in the playground other 

children were attracted to the camera and it had to be switched off because of 

the non participant children's privacy. As all the video tapes had to be 

transcribed on reflection I question how useful the use of the video was. I 

feel that it kept the children interested in talking to me. They enjoyed being 

on video, and opportunities to film them in natural situations added 

credibility to some of my findings. It would be an added advantage to have a 

video fixed in the home or kindergarten but the practicalities of researching 

in this way would be challenging. 
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Validity 

The children were interviewed over a period of sixteen months, and in 

three main settings, which helps to establish the validity of the methods, in 

that what occurred in one setting may, or may not, occur in another. 

Holding interviews in three settings helps establish the children's 

perspectives, if they hold true in all settings. Parents were sometimes asked 

to validate information given by the children, and throughout the period of 

data collection when parents wished for information about what the children 

said or did, I was pleased to comply. Parents who asked, were able to borrow 

videotape of interviews which involved their own child, part of the way 

through the data collection period. In return parents shared with me their 

explanations and perceptions of children. Teachers also proffered views on 

children and their actions which gave authenticity to the information shared 

with me by the children. Recording the data by various instruments, that is, 

field notes, video-recordings and audio-recordings gave validity to the data. 

One strength of qualitative research lies in triangulation, and this is the most 

common claim for validity in ethnographic studies (Wolcott, 1988). 

Triangulation was a strength of this study, adding to its validity. 

Role of the researcher 

The role I assumed was that of friend, even though I recognised that the 

culture to which children belong excluded my total acceptance, simply 

because I was an adult. Accepting that, the relationship which I developed 

with the children was successful in that they treated me as a playmate, 

confidante, and someone with whom they could have fun. My enjoyment of 

the time spent with the children cannot be underestimated. 

It was very difficult for me to separate my role as researcher from my role 

as friend, especially when a child was experiencing so much unhappiness in 

the early days of school. It was also difficult to support them when I felt 

frustrated at the way the children were treated in school. The children 

treated me as a friend and playmate in the kindergarten and in the home, 

where they talked freely, but at school they used me more as a support, both 
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physically and emotionally. Having me in the classroom and the playground 

seemed to become increasingly important to the children and the reason for 

my presence was inconsequential to them. To be successful as a qualitative 

researcher, it was necessary to interact with the children in an endeavour to 

understand their experiences. To be accepted as a friend meant that the 

children expected me to behave as a friend, and provide them with support 

when they needed it. 

Another part of the friend role was to allow equality in information 

gathering, the children asked me as many questions as I did them. Co

construction which took place on many occasions. Because I was an adult it 

did not give me any preference when discussions, or activities were under 

way. The role of researcher became blurred for me. 

I got to know the children so well, I felt I became a part of their lives. We 

developed a warm reciprocal relationship. The children supported me and 

empathised with my feelings, as I did with theirs. I had not expected this 

reciprocity from five year-olds, and it made parting at the end of the data 

gathering stage extremely difficult. Inviting the children to a party to thank 

them, was very successful, although the children wanted to know what I 

wanted for my birthday, and what kind of cake I was having. 

Although careful explanations that their parts in the research had ended, 

were given by me and their parents, some of the children were reluctant to 

accept that I would not be visiting them again. This is an important issue for 

other researchers who use the "researcher as friend" role. To be successful in 

developing a trusting relationship with the children, meant that when the 

research ended, there would be difficulties in breaking the relationship, 

which raises issues about the ethics of such an approach. 
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IV Contributions of the Study 

The importance of this study lies in its insights on why children make the 

transition from early childhood centre to school, successfully or 

unsuccessfully. Unhappiness on entering and during the first year of school 

has been found to have a negative effect on later achievement (Entwisle & 

Alexander, 1993}. By listening to children and observing them before, 

during, and after the transition there are clear discontinuities, already referred 

to, between the home and school, and between the early childhood centre 

and school (Velazquez, 1992}. Although some discontinuities provide a 

challenge, as already mentioned, too many discontinuities, too quickly, add to 

children's confusion and often distress. 

In New Zealand this study is the first in-depth study on transition which 

seriously embraces two theoretical positions, the ecological position which 

emphasises the importance of the child's phenomenological perspective, and 

the sociocultural which empasises intersubjectivity and co-construction of 

meaning. The study is also unique in endeavouring to understand the 

child's perspective by listening, and talking with children, over sixteen 

months, and in three settings. The methodology used, allowed access to 

what children think about their everyday lives and the transition to school. 

Implications for other studies 

Endeavouring to understand how young children perceive their 

environment and what events take place in their everyday lives could enable 

changes in attitudes and in policies in which young children are involved. 

Very little attention has been paid to asking young children to express their 

views because it was assumed that they would be unable to do so with any 

reliability. This study illustrates that children are well able to express 

themselves and understand events that are taking place around them. 

For other researchers trying to gain the child's perspective, it is important 

to allot time and patience to the research. As children prefer to talk about 

what interests them, it is advisable not to specifically search for answers to 

pre-determined questions. Analysing children's conversations would allow 
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a researcher flexibility in focussing on areas of interest which arise from the 

analysis. Trying to encourage children to talk about a particular topic can 

result in disinterest from the child, and an adult dominated agenda. 

Enjoying being with children, playing with them and listening to them are 

essential qualities for a successful researcher of young children. Being 

comfortable visiting the home settings and talking to parents is also an asset 

for a researcher. Having some knowledge of procedures, would be helpful in 

the school, for example, assemblies, times for morning tea and lunch, and in 

the kindergarten setting, for example, tidying up time, mat time. Young 

researchers would be successful in relating to the children, but possibly may 

not be as confident talking with parents and teachers. 

Young children are not able to complete questionnaires, and, as I found 

when trying to access their views by showing pictures, or using puppets it is 

not always successful in quite the way the researcher had anticipated. Only by 

knowing the children well, and allowing them to talk freely can a clear 

construction of their ideas emerge. 

A problem for future studies would be gaining access to children. Ethical 

procedures are becoming more restrictive, and in conversation with Robert 

Powell, an American researcher, he commented that it would be difficult to 

get permission to do a study such as mine in the United States. I think 

researchers are becoming more aware of how the study impacts on the child. 

A successful transition to school is linked with success throughout the school 

system, according to many researchers (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993; Entwisle 

& Alexander, 1993; Hains, Fowler & Chandler, 1988; Neuharth-Pritchett, 

1998). lt is too early to assess the success which will be achieved by the 

children in the current study. Further research on these sixteen children 

may expand our knowledge about their particular transitions, how the 

transition impacted on them, and their school success. 

The study also raises questions about the dynamics of children's friendships 

based on the findings that, knowing a child already in the school did not 

appear to be as important an element in the transition, as earlier research has 
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shown. Playmates are important for very young children, but lasting and 

strong friendships seemed rare. It must be acknowledged though, that New 

Zealand's school systems practice of having children enter school at 5 years, 

gives little support to ongoing peer relationships from early childhood 

centres. Because the child entered school alone the importance of having 

friends easing the transition was not supported by my findings. Children 

appear able to develop new friendships easily at this young age. If all 

children entered school at the beginning of a year or term, as in most 

countries, perhaps having a friend would have more significance. A possible 

research topic could investigate the importance of friendships at the time of 

transition using a larger sample. Alternatively exploring the stability of 

friendships of the sixteen children in this study would be useful in adding to 

our knowledge of the importance of friendships at the time of transition. 

What is the significance of the findings of this study in relation to earlier 

studies on the transition to school? 

Many of the findings support research that has highlighted the difficulties 

which young children experience at the time they start school. Research has 

highlighted the discontinuities which face children as they move from one 

microsystem to another. As my findings illustrate, even children who come 

from microsystems which are similar in cultural beliefs and values, still 

encounter problems in making a smooth transition. Compensatory 

programmes have been put in place to allow children to make the transition 

more successfully. 

The mismatch between the philosophy of early childhood educators and 

primary school teachers has been emphasised in earlier research and is 

supported by this study. The activities offered in the settings of kindergarten 

and school I studied are markedly different, as are the procedures. It would 

be beneficial if the two microsystems could overlap in some areas to enable 

the child to experience some continuity between settings. This would 

require change in resourcing and a different emphasis in the training and 

professional development of teachers. 
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The importance of the teacher when the child enters school is emphasised 

by most studies and my findings support these conclusions. Although only 

five schools were visited the contrast in style of teaching, and the different 

personalities of the teachers were remarkable. Renwick's study (1984, 1987) 

supported this finding that the new entrants teacher played a major part in a 

successful transition for the child. Parents' and children's positive 

assessment of the teacher usually supported a successful transition. 

The roles of parents and teachers 

Parents have a significant role to play for the child, when s/he begins 

school. Although it is acknowledged that for many children it may be father, 

grandparent, or a caregiver who takes on this role, in my study the role was 

filled by mother. Her presence in accompanying the child on school visits 

over the transition, enabled her to explain what was taking place, and provide 

emotional support. Having her available to answer questions which arise 

after school visits is needed. It helps if there is a liaison person from the 

family for the child between home and school. Mother can also be an 

advocate for the child if needed. 

Communicating with the child and preparing him/her for the 

forthcoming school experience is an important consideration. Ensuring that 

there is a supportive environment for the child to express his/her fears, 

worries, and the excitement being experienced, is essential. Through 

everyday discussion and conversation, clarification of what the child is 

feeling or experiencing will emerge. 

Being allowed to remain in the classroom should be negotiated with the 

teacher before the child enters school. Attending introductory sessions 

which may be provided by the school would be a good way to be aware of 

attitudes held by the school and the teachers. Being supportive of the teacher 

when talking with the child is recommended, as poor relationships between 

school and home are not seen as being beneficial to a smooth transition. 

Early childhood educators in this study recognised that the children in 

their care would have some difficulties when they started school. All three 
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recognised that communication was needed between themselves and new 

entrants teachers in order to ease the transition, but they expressed feelings of 

helplessness in finding methods for bringing this about. Allowing time 

release for the teacher in the classroom to enable an opportunity for meetings 

with teachers from contributing early childhood centres, would encourage a 

sharing of views. It would be easier, perhaps, for early childhood teachers to 

arrange brief visits to the schools to which the children in the early childhood 

centre would be going. Contact between teachers would be easier if the 

school and centre were located in close proximity. 

One of the roles of the early childhood teacher is to ensure that the child 

has opportunities to talk about school should the child wish. The differences 

which the child will face between the two settings should be pointed out but 

not in a negative way. Positive aspects of being in the school setting should 

be emphasised. For early childhood teachers to visit or communicate with 

the school teachers would be advantageous in that each could exchange ideas 

which would make the transition easier for the child. Ensuring that the 

child has acquired skills which are valued in the school setting would help 

the child fit into the school setting more easily. Yet too much emphasis on 

sitting on the mat, or on independent work, would allow the primary school 

curriculum to "trickle down" and negatively impact on early childhood 

settings. The most important aspect of the preparation for school provided 

by the early childhood centres is to provide children with a love of learning, a 

problem solving approach and a basis of rich experience from which to 

motivate their continued learning in school. 

Schools could perhaps offer introductory sessions at the beginning of each 

term to which parents, and possibly early childhood teachers in the catchment 

area, are invited. At these sessions information about the school and the 

new entrants classroom and programmes, could be shared, and teachers 

would have the opportunity of listening to the concerns felt by parents. It 

should be a session where there is listening on both sides, and not simply an 
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information evening about the expectations of the school to which parents 

and children are expected to comply. 

It would be advantageous for the child if the teacher was interested in the 

child, and recognised the uniqueness of each child ass/he enters the 

classroom. Differences should be acknowledged and accepted by the teacher. 

An environment in which children enjoy being, and where they want to 

learn could be established. By developing programmes which incorporate 

innovative ways of learning, for example a community of learners model, the 

teacher can offer children a stimulating learning environment. Professional 

development requires funding as teachers need to be released from the 

classroom in order to pursue newer methods of teaching and learning. 

Unhappy, bored children are not only less likely to make a successful 

transition, but are likely to develop a negative attitude to school. 

Policies 

It is acknowledged that any recommendations for a change in policy is 

dependent on the values held by the writer. From a conservative point of 

view, schools should perhaps be more restrictive, and many people express a 

desire for the "good old days" when children were well disciplined, and 

formal learning took place in the schools. From a more radical viewpoint 

our schools could be seen as institutions where children are moulded into 

units which are useful for society's needs, and, therefore, we need to rethink 

the whole spectrum of education and how it is to be delivered in this 21st 

century. 

Because education is seen as important in New Zealand, ensuring that the 

best learning and teaching methods are used in the best learning 

environment, is to be recommended. From this study issues have arisen 

which lead to suggesting some practical ways in which this goal may be 

achieved. 

Because the family microsystem is so influential for the child in these early 

years, I see the responsibility for a successful transition lies largely with the 

family. Parents can advocate for their children in school, and influence 
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policies which are more conducive for a smooth transition. As New 

Zealand has ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989), children's rights should be considered related to the transition to 

school. For example children's own views of their difficulties should be 

sought, listened to, and acted upon. 

Children's understanding of the family is complex, but what happens 

within their own families affects their learning and development. Support 

and appreciation of families are necessary if children are going to succeed in 

their learning. Educational policies should encourage procedures to allow 

families to be valued and accepted within the school environment, to share 

in educational goals and to ease children's transition to school. These 

policies should reflect the ideology and culture of society, in the macrosystem. 

The constraints placed on teachers by curriculum, assessment, teacher

child ratios and class size, Boards of Trustees and Education Review Officers 

are explanations given by teachers when children's difficulties at the time of 

entry are brought to their attention. Perhaps in the first year of school, which 

is not mandatory, more awareness needs to be developed of children's 

perspectives and competencies which could assist children's learning. 

Funding for developing programmes to update teachers on recent research 

and innovative practices in education should be made available. The 

community of learners model has been incorporated into kindergarten, 

which is similar to a new entrants class in New Zealand, in some American 

schools. This gives some encouragement that the model could be 

successfully introduced into our schools in New Zealand. As there is a 

necessity for a greater number of adults in the classroom, some basic training 

should be made available in the philosophy and practice of the community of 

learning model for teachers and adult helpers. 

Recently introduced into New Zealand is a teacher education course 

which is offered to teach children from birth to eight years of age. Perhaps an 

understanding of young children, how they learn, and recognising the 

individuality of each child, will assist teachers of new entrants in making the 
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· transition to school a rewarding experience for alL It may also help to 

develop more mutual awareness between early childhood centres and schools 

of the demands of the transition and how it may be eased. 

Postscript 

I began this research stimulated by a child's query to her mother of why she 

went to school and was it to acquire a brain. The children in my study for the 

most part, understood why they went to school, but the reality of being in 

school was not quite what they thought it would be. 

The eldest of the children will have been in school for four years at the 

current time and will no doubt have adapted to being a school kid. I have 

had some contact with children and parents, usually while in town shopping. 

Mothers assure me of the continued interest that their children show in 

watching the videos which were given to each child at the party. One child, 

according to the mother, has also expressed an interest in my whereabouts, "I 

wonder what Eileen is doing?" A father's comment when I asked how David 

was getting on at school, was a rather vague "Yeh, OK but he just floats along 

happily not being challenged". A follow-up study of these children would be 

worthwhile to ascertain if the transition had a lasting effect on their 

achievements to date, and what their recall of events are from that time. 

I gave a seminar in Invercargill recently and a new entrants' teacher sent 

me a poem which she felt reflected the findings of my study, and also 

reflected her feelings about children entering our school system. It is an 

adult's perspective on what school was like for a small boy starting school. 

For some children it could be about their own experience of schooL For me it 

questions the way we teach our children, and the programmes offered to 

them when they enter schooL Do we want children who perform only when 

told to do so, or who replicate others' ideas instead of being encouraged to be 

independent, creative, and to think laterally? I have reproduced the poem in 

full to end this thesis. 
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A Little Boy 
by Helen Buckley 

Once a little boy went to school. 
He was quite a little boy 
And it was quite a big school. 
But the little boy 
Found that he could go to his room 
By walking in from the door outside, 
He was happy 
And the school did not seem 
Quite so big any more. 

One morning 
When the little boy had been in school for a while, 
The teacher said: 
Today we are gong to make a picture. 
Good thought the little boy. 
He liked to make pictures. 
He could make all things; 
Lions and tigers, chickens and cows, 
Trains and boats-
And he took out his box of crayons 
And began to draw. 

But the teacher said, Wait. 
It is not time to begin. 
And she waited until everyone looked ready. 
Now, said the teacher, we are going to make flowers. 
Good, thought the little boy. 
He liked to make flowers, 
And he began to make flowers, 
And he began to make beautiful flowers. 
With his pink and orange and blue crayons. 
But the teacher said, Wait! 
I will show you how. 
And it was red with a green stem. 
There, said the teacher, now you may begin. 

The little boy looked at the teacher's flower. 
Then he looked at his own flower. 
He liked his flower better than the teacher's. 
It was red with a green stem. 



On another day, 
The teacher said: 

328 

Today we are going to make something with clay. 
Good, thought the little boy. 
He liked clay. 
He could make all kinds of things with clay: 
Snakes and snowmen, 
Elephants and mice, 
Cars and trucks-
And he began to pull and pinch 
His ball of clay. 
But the teacher said: 
Wait, it is not time to begin. 
And she waited until everybody looked ready. 
Now, said the teacher, 
We are going to make a dish, 
He liked to make dishes, 
And he began to make some 
That were all shapes and sizes. 

But the teacher said, Wait, 
And I will show you how. 
And she showed everyone how to make 
One deep dish. 
There, said the teacher. 
Now you may begin. 

The little boy looked at the teacher's dish, 
Then he looked at his own. 
He liked his dishes better than the teacher's. 
But he did not say this. 
He just rolled his clay into a big ball again 
And made a dish just like the teacher's. 
It was a deep dish. 

And pretty soon the little boy learned to wait, 
And to watch. 
And to make things just like the teacher. 
He didn't make anything of his own any more. 
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Then it happened 
That the little boy and his family moved into another house, 
In another city, 
and the little boy had to go to another school. 
This school was even bigger than the other one, 
And there was no door from the outside into his room. 
He had to go up some steps, 
And walk down a long hall 
To get to his room. 

And the very first day he was there, 
The teacher said: 
Today we are going to make a picture. 
Good, thought the little boy, 
And he waited for the teacher 
To tell him what to do. 
But the teacher didn't say anything. 
She just walked around the room. 

When she carne to the little boy she said: 
Don't you want to make a picture? 
Yes, said the little boy, 
What are we going to make? 
I don't know until you make it, said the teacher. 
How shall I make it? 
Asked the little boy. 
Why, any way you like, said the teacher. 
If everyone made the same picture, 
And used the same colours, 
How would I know who made what? 
And which was which? 
I don't know, said the little boy, 
And he began to make a red flower with a green stern. 
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Appendix A 

Initial letter to parents requesting volunteers. 

Dear Parents 

I am a part time member of staff in the Education Department and in order to 
complete my doctoral thesis I am conducting research on children's 
perspectives of their lives. 

I would like to complete a detailed study of children who are now four years 
old and continue to monitor them until they attend school. I am particularly 
interested in talking with the child in the kindergarten, at home and while 
they are involved in any activity such as playing at the park or at the beach. I 
will be recording what they say and do by videotape, audiotape or notes 
whichever is appropriate. I am hoping to develop a picture of the child's life 
especially as he/ she moves from kindergarten to school. I am interested in 
the child's perspectives of events in their lives. Initially I will be developing 
a good relationship with the children so that they feel confident talking to 
me. 

Complete confidentiality of any information is assured, and you have the 
right to veto information which you feel is private. Any recorded material 
will be stored safely and then destroyed at the end of the study. It is 
understood that you may withdraw your child from the study should you 
wish to do so. 

My supervisors are: 
Prof. A.B. Smith, Director of the Children's Issues Centre, 
Dr. P. Rich, Education Department, University of Otago. 

Should you agree to allow your child to take part in this study please 
complete the attached consent form and return it to the kindergarten. If you 
wish to have further information please do not hesitate to phone me at home 
454-4393 (after 6pm) 

I see this as a valuable study which may provide information which would 
be helpful in understanding difficulties which some children experience in 
beginning school. Your co-operation will be much appreciated. 

Yours sincerely, 

Eileen Ledger 
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Dear ................................... . 

Thank you for agreeing to your child taking part in this study. 

You can be assured that any information will be treated with the strictest 
confidence and you may have access to any data recorded at any time during 
the study. A copy of the videotape will be available at the end of the study 
should you wish to have one. 

All material will be safely stored during the study and destroyed on its 
completion. The findings will be published as a doctoral thesis but the names 
of the children will be changed to ensure privacy. 

On completion, a summary of the findings will be sent to you and a copy of 
the full report will be available on request. 

You may withdraw your child from the study at any time, should you wish to 
do so. 

Please sign the accompanying Consent Form and return to me in the stamped 
addressed envelope provided. 

Yours sincerely, 

Eileen Ledger 
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Consent Form 

We agree to allow our child, 

Age: ............. years ............. months 

to take part in a study which will investigate the views that children have 
about their day to day lives. 

We understand that the study will continue over two years and will cover the 
time when our child attends kindergarten and begins school. 

We understand that our child will be asked about his/her views on 
kindergarten, home and family, or events in the community. 

We understand that we may have access to any material recorded and have 
the right to request any material be deleted. 

We understand that we have the right to withdraw our child from the study 
should we wish to do so. 

Signed: 

Mother ........................................................................................ .. 

Father ........................................................................................... . 

Address: ..................................................................................................... . 

Phone: ................................... . Date ....................................... . 
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Family Questionnaire 

A. Who belongs in your family? 

B. If you wanted to make any changes in your family what would 
you do? 

C. What kind of family would you like to belong? 

D. Are the following a family? 

1. 2 parents and 2 children 
2. 2 parents and 1 children? 
3. Mother, child and stepfather? 
4. Mother and 2 children? 
5. Father and two children? 
6. Married couple with no children? 
7. 2 parents and one child BUT the parents don't love each other? 
8. 3 siblings, no parents 

Are the following family members? 

1. Grandparents? 
2. Father is living outside the home? 
3. Brother living in a different country? 
4. Mum has remarried. Is Dad a member of the family? 
5. Mum and 2 children . She has a boyfriend. Is he a family 

member? 
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Final Interview at a home visit 

Although I will allow the children to talk about whatever topic they choose where 
possible I will guide them to the following areas. 

Friendships at school. Are they the same friends as at kindie or new ones? 
I will question them about friendships with children which I know of, yet who are 
now attend other schools. 

Could they identify activities they really like at school. What about things they don't 
like doing? I could mention some of the activities I have observed them doing. 

What do they do at play time and lunch time? Did they have difficulties with other 
older children at school? 

Was there a difference between what the teacher did in school and what the teachers 
did in kindie? 

What did the children feel they had learned since going to school. Many children 
had shared their ideas of what school would be like. I can repeat these ideas and ask 
the children if it is as they thought it would be. 

Do they have teachers they prefer. Try to ascertain why they have such a preference. 
For those children who have moved to another class try to encourage the children to 
identify differences. 
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A PROGRESS REPORT! 

For the last three weeks I have been spending three mornings a week in the 
kindergarten getting to know the children. I now intend recording each child 
on video at the kindergarten. I will always ask permission from the child 
first, and should there be a negative response, the recording will not take 
place. 

After Labour weekend I will be asking you for permission to visit at home. I 
will make personal or phone contact first and arrange to come at a time to 
suit you. Again I will ask the child's permission before making a visit. I will 
be using the videocamera to record this visit. I hope this will not cause any 
problems. If you prefer me to record on an audiocassette, it can be arranged. 
At the end of the study a copy of all video recording of your child will be 
available if you wish to have a copy. 

Could I ask you to let me know if any event occurs in your child's life which 
has major significance, and would cause them upset if I talked about it 
unwittingly? 

I will be out of the country for all December, but hope to again make contact 
with you in January. 

Thank you very much for giving me the opportunity of working with you 
child. It has already been so much fun, it is hard to think of it as research. 

Yours sincerely, 

Eileen Ledger 
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Progress Report, February 1996 

Happy New Year (belatedly) to those of you I haven't seen. 

I have now visited all the children in their homes once, and some children 
are into their second home visit. The first children in the sample will begin 
school next week and I have visited School One and School Two and 
spoken to the New Entrants teachers. This is a very exciting (traumatic?) 
time for the children and perhaps for their parents. I am very enthusiastic 
about being part of the children's transition to school. 

I will continue to visit the kindergarten every week and make home visits. 
If your child makes any statements about school and what they think it will 
be like, I would appreciate the information being passed on to me, if that's 
possible. 

My continued thanks to you all for the co-operation I have received with 
this project. I feel I have developed good rapport with the children and am 
thoroughly enjoying their company. 

Should you have any queries don't hesitate to contact me at home. 

Eileen Ledger 
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2 October 1996 

Dear Parents 

AppendixD 

I thought it was time for an update on my research project. 

This week my last child entered school. It doesn't seem like a year since I began this 

research. The sixteen children from the Kindergarten are now attending five 

schools. 

I will continue to visit the school your child is attending on a regular basis. I have 

had great support from the Principals and teachers and they have all expressed 

interest in the findings of my research. I am hoping to use the video camera in 

schools where appropriate. 

I am now beginning another cycle of home visits beginning with the children who 

started school at the beginning of this year. I realise that the times that they will be 

available will be after school or at the weekend, so I will be in contact to arrange an 

appointment at your convenience. 

The next stage of my research is transcribing the interviews and analysing the 

results. Although this process will produce interesting information (hopefully!) it is 

for me, less interesting than meeting and talking with the children. I couldn't have 

asked for a more enjoyable research experience 

By January I hope to be able to give you a video of your child speaking about her/his 

experiences. There should also be some video in the school environment, and of 

course on the last day at Kindergarten. The original video recordings will be erased 

at the end of the study. 

Thank you again for your co-operation. By November 1997 you will probably hear 

more of the results of this study. I will certainly offer you the opportunity of 

meeting Prof Anne Smith, Dr Peter Rich and myself to share in the findings. 

You may be interested to know that over $40,000 in research grants have helped 

make this study possible!! 

Yours sincerely, 
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12 December 1996 

Dear 
As the data collection stage of my research draws to an end, the visits to 
observe and talk with the children in the school setting, have also come to an 
end. I greatly appreciate your permission to be in the school, and for the 
interest and support you have given to me. 

I have now a year ahead where the data will be analysed and findings written 
up. Copies of any papers which are generated from this research will be sent 
to you and a meeting will be set up to share the findings with all interested 
parties, i.e. parents, kindergarten teachers and teachers from the participating 
schools. 

My supervisors Professor Anne Smith and Dr Peter Rich add their thanks to 
mine for your co-operation in this research. 

Have a happy and restful Christmas, 

Yours sincerely 
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2 March 1998 

Dear Principal 
Please find enclosed a copy of the Childrenz Issues Journal, (Vol2, No 1, 1998) 
which contains an article "Do I go to school to get a brain?". This is a 
publication which resulted from my research talking with 16 children in the 
kindergarten, school and home setting with a focus on the transition to 
school. 

I have also talked about the findings in a variety of venues. 
• July 1997. Presentation, Interviewing Children, at a symposium given at 

the Second Child and Family Policy Conference: Enhancing children's 
potential, Dunedin. 

• Gave two workshops at the Transition to School Seminar, Wellington, 
November 1997. 

• Presented at the Early Childhood Symposium, Auckland, December 1997 
on Ethnographic Research. 

• Paper presented at the NZARE Conference December 1997. The Mismatch 
between Child and Institution: Is there a solution? 

• Paper presented at NZARE Conference, December 1997: Do I go to school to 
get a brain? Transition to school from a child's perspective. 

I am still working on the data and I will keep you informed of any further 
publications which would be of interest. 

Thank you again of your support in allowing me to be with the children in 
the school setting. 

Yours sincerely, 
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Dunedin 

6 March 1998 

Dear R. .. , L. .. and S ... , 
Please find enclosed a copy of the Childrenz Issues Journal (Vol2, No 1, 1998) 
which contains an article, "Do I go to school to get a brain?". This is a 
publication which resulted from my research talking with sixteen children in 
the kindergarten, school and horne setting. I hope you will find it of interest. 

I have also presented preliminary findings from the research in a variety of 
venues. 
• July 1997. Presentation, Interviewing Children, at a symposium given at 

the Second Child and Family Policy Conference: Enhancing children's 
potential, Dunedin. 

• November 1997. Gave two workshops at the Transition to School 
National Seminar, Wellington. 

• December 1997. Presented a paper on Ethnographic Research at the Early 
Childhood Symposium, Auckland. 

• December 1997. Presented two papers at the NZARE Conference 
entitled:The Mismatch between Child and Institution. Is there a solution? 
and:Do I go to school to get a brain? Transition to school from a child's 
perspective. 

I am still working on the data and will keep you informed of any further 
publications which would be of interest. 

Thank you again for your support in allowing me to be with the children in 
the Kindergarten. It was an awesome experience! 

Best wishes 



36 Irvine Road 
The Cove 
RD2 
Dunedin 

19 March 1998 

Dear Parents 

Appendix E 

As it is now a year since I last had contact with the children I thought you 
would be interested in what I have been doing since then, with regards to the 
research. 

I spent lots of time reading up what has been happening in research in New 
Zealand and in other parts of the world on the topic of transition to school. 
Many of the findings coincided with my own initial feelings when talking 
with the children and seeing them make the transition. 

All of the interviews were transcribed and I used a computer software 
program called NU.DIST to code the data. This took a long time!! 

I then began to look at what the children were saying about school and 
kindergarten. I looked at the activities which the children had selected as 
enjoyable, in both settings. I looked at comments made about their schools, 
and I am now looking at the friendships each child developed in kindie and 
school. 

Aspects of the research have been presented to different groups in several 
places in New Zealand during 1997. 

In the February Issue of Childrenz Issues (Vol2, No 1, 1998} "Do I go to 
school to get a brain?" is published. You will find a photocopy of this article 
enclosed. Should you wish to have this full journal issue which focusses on 
the transition to school, it is available for purchase from the Children's Issues 
Centre, P.O. Box 56, Dunedin. 

Needless to say there is a wealth of material which I am still exploring. The 
next major focus will be the family, which I am sure will be fascinating!! 

As I will be out of the country from May 98 until March 99, it may be a while 
before I contact you again, but rest assured I will let you know of any further 
publications which result from the work I did with your childen. I still have 
very fond memories of the time I spent with them, and of the support you 
gave to me. Best wishes 
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Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 3.0.5. 
Licensee: eileen ledger. 

PROJECT: Transitions, User eileen ledger, 5:36pm, Oct 21, 2000. 
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Ray is talking about his first school visit. 

Eileen: What about the other kids? 
Ray: Yeah. One of them was trouble. 
Eileen: Oh. 
Ray: Well, he was pushing things in my ear. 
Eileen: In your ear? 
Ray: And the class came in and then I .. !.. .... went and played with him and he 
kept doing it in the classroom ...... so I went and sat where he wouldn't do it. 
Eileen: Did Mum think the school was quite good? 
Ray: Mmm, not really, but, she really wanted me to do the hard stuff. 
Eileen: She wanted you to do the hard stuff? 
Ray: Well, studying was hard. 
Eileen: Did you have to write or read or-
Ray: Reading. Studying was reading. I can't read. (7/3/%) 

When reading through the transcripts, each topic was placed in nodes. 

For example I asked Ray about the other children in the class. These lines 

would have been categorised under school/ school visit (7 8), school/bullying 

(7 7), friends/ schoolfriends (3 3). 

Then Ray talked about his mum wanting him to do the hard stuff. This 

would be under family /parents/Mum(l 2 2), so by the completion of working 

through all the transcripts, all comments made about mother in all settings 

could be read together which may reflect Ray's perspectives on his mother. 

The lines referring to study and reading would have been categorised into 

school/ activities/ reading (7 2 3), and again when all the transcripts were 

completed, comments about reading in the kindergarten, school and home 

could have been accessed for Ray only, or for all the children. 



Lilly is talking about her second school visit. 

Lilly: I went with Dad. Dad was a change, and Dad dropped me off at kindie, and 
Dad drived me. 
Eileen: What did he think of the school? 
Lilly: He thinked it was very good, 'cause you know what- I done a picture and it 
was very good, 'cause I didn't even go off the lines. 
Eileen: That sounds pretty good to me. 
Lilly: 'Cause that was the first time I had ever done that. And I was pretty cool 
'cause that that's how much stories Mrs Barrow done us? Five stories. 
Eileen: Five stories. Do you remember any of them? 
Lilly: Uh, one is about a windy day, and the other is about things blowing away on 
a windy day. 
Eileen: Gosh, they sound very interesting stories. Was it a windy day? 
Lilly: No, no, no, no. 
Eileen: I wonder why she told you stories about a windy day? 
Lilly: 'Cause it could be tomorrow. 
Eileen: Did you have to do any writing or anything? 
Lilly: Writing? Nah. We only needed to do pictures. And then it was morning tea 
time, but one boy said to me, you've got to save your lunch and afternoon tea time, 
but I said, "No, only Lorna and me are having a school lunch, we're not school 
girls yet." (25/6/96) 

Each line was analysed and as Lilly talked about her dad, friends, the school 

activities in which she was involved. 

7 8 school/ school visit 
1 2 1 family I parents/ father 
7 2 7 school/ activities/ art work 
7 2 6 school/ activities/play-lunchtimes 
3 3 friends/ school friends 

It was then possible to view all the comments made by Lilly about, for 

example, her artwork. At other times and in other settings when she talked 

about her art work her comments were placed into various nodes, and sub

nodes. Her comments about artwork in the kindergarten, home or in school 

could be accessed together or separately. Using NUD.IST allowed patterns, or 

frequency to emerge. 




