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Abstract

This research briefing reviews international evidence of the determining factors for 
a successful transition from primary to secondary school. Studies worldwide have 
identified a strong and supportive pupil-family-teacher relationship as one of the 
most crucial influential factors for a positive transition with regards to both social and 
academic challenges many pupils experience. Studies on the transition experience 
suggest that, when designing supportive policies for future transition, it is essential to 
let pupils’ voices be heard and involve parents in the process. This evidence aligns with 
research on Scottish children’s experience of the transition. People Know How and 
their Positive Transitions Service has already played an important role in facilitating 
good transition experiences for young people across Edinburgh and East Lothian – 
involving pupils in the design of projects to ensure they are as helpful and relevant 
as possible. With their strong connections with young people, their families and 
communities, their service is an innovative example of supplementary support during 
the transition period.

Keywords
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Key points

• The primary to secondary transition is a significant, often challenging, stage of 
pupils’ development both in an academic and social sense. 

• Major determining factors for a successful transition are situated in pupils’ 
related ecological system, including the pupil themselves, family, teachers, 
peers, and physical environment.

• A strong and supportive pupil-teacher-family relationship is a key factor for a 
successful transition.

• It is necessary to let parents and teachers actively engaged and work together 
in assisting with potential challenges in the transition.  
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Introduction

The primary-secondary school transition 
is widely regarded as a challenging 
period for pupils, both in Scotland 
and internationally. Indeed, Rice et al. 
(2011) state that these challenges are 
based on “simultaneous changes in 
school environments, social interactions, 
and academic expectations” (Rice et 
al., 2011, p. 246). A stressful primary-
secondary school transition experience 
can impact on pupils’ psychological 
adjustment and wellbeing (Rice et al., 
2011), which can lead to an increase in 
school absence, truancy, and a decline 
in school engagement (Evangelou et 
al., 2008). Furthermore, there exists 
indirect evidence demonstrating a 
decline in pupils’ educational outcomes 
after the transition (Jindal-Snape et 
al., 2019). Overall, the negative impact 
on educational outcomes and pupil 
wellbeing illustrate the importance of 
gaining a greater understanding of how 
positive transitions can be facilitated. 
As such, this research briefing explores 
international evidence on the primary-
secondary school transition. The 
briefing starts by discussing pupils’ the 
experience of the transition period and 
its overall influence on their wellbeing. 
Secondly, factors that influence pupils’ 
transitional experience will be explored, 
particularly emphasising peer and 
teacher relationships, school culture 
and academic responsibilities. Lastly, 
family support and involvement in the 
transition process will be examined, after 
which a conclusion will be drawn. People 
Know How’s Positive Transitions Service 
projects will be discussed throughout the 
briefing and used as a socially innovative 
example of how positive primary-
secondary school transitions can be 
facilitated. 

Pupil wellbeing

The concept of ‘wellbeing’ encompasses 
several dimensions, including emotional 
and psychological wellbeing, spiritual 
wellbeing, physical wellbeing, and 
social wellbeing (Jindal-Snape et al., 
2019, pp. 11–21). Waters et al.’s (2012) 
Australia-based study demonstrates 
that one third of their 1500 student-
participants had experienced a 
‘difficult’ or ‘somewhat difficult’ primary-
secondary transition. These students 
were also found to have worse social 
and emotional health than students who 
reported they had not experienced the 
transition as being difficult (Waters et 
al., 2012). However, studies have found 
that a negative transitional experience 
can avoided (Evangelou et al., 2008; 
Gillison et al., 2008). Gillison (2008) 
concludes that pupils can adapt quickly 
and successfully after the transition if 
sufficient support is provided to fulfil 
their need for autonomy and ensure a 
sense of belonging. Langenkamp (2009) 
similarly notes that establishing a sense 
of belonging amongst pupils facilitate a 
positive transition experience and that 
good social integration correlates with 
good academic performance. Moreover, 
Howard et al. (2005) have found that 
orientation camps organised in the first 
week of secondary school and preparing 
pupils for the transition whilst they are still 
at primary school is key for facilitating a 
positive transition for Australian pupils. 
This allows the pupils to get used to 
their new school environment, peers and 
teachers; thereby minimising the risk 
of the transition being associated with 
anxiety and fear (Howard et al., 2005). 
Notably, preparing pupils ahead of the 
transition is the key focus of People Know 
How’s Positive Transitions Service. For 
instance, their Arts Therapies project 
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provides opportunities for young people 
to explore and express their emotions 
through the arts. Another project, Whit 
Dae Ye Hink, acts as a bridge between 
schools and families, listening to 
both parties to ease the transition to 
secondary school. In combination with in-
school and family support, such services 
can prepare and support young people 
for the transition, through allowing them 
to explore what is to come alongside 
other young people, as well as with their 
parents or carers.

The secondary school 
environment

Some pupils have similarly expressed 
negative experiences of coping with 
transitional changes surrounding the 
discontinuity in the school curriculum 
and secondary school environment 
(Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). Booth 
and Gerard’s (2014) US-based study 
demonstrates that, while many pupils 
enjoy the new environment in the 
secondary school and appreciate the 
opportunity to take more personal 
responsibility in the first year after the 
transition, they may still experience a 
lack of belonging to the secondary school 
environment in the second year after 
the transition (Booth & Gerard, 2014). 
Furthermore, Howard’s (2005) Australia-
based study argues that primary 
school culture emphasises care and 
nurturance of pupils and offers a sense 
of belonging. Meanwhile, secondary 
school culture is arguably more oriented 
towards teaching academic subjects; 
emphasising differentiation of pupils 
according to achievement (Howard et 
al., 2005). As a result, this change can 
generate experiences of fragmentation 
and isolation rather than cohesion 

and bonding (Howard et al., 2005). By 
extension, then, it can result in anxiety, 
confusion and a perceived lack of 
stability and, subsequently, alienation 
and disengagement amongst pupils 
(Howard et al., 2005). Again, this 
illustrates the importance providing 
young people with enough socio-
emotional support before and during 
the transition to tackle such challenges 
(Howard et al., 2005). It has further 
been suggested that giving pupils the 
opportunity to visit secondary schools 
with prospective teachers and organising 
joint social events between primary 
and secondary schools may be useful 
in this regard (Evangelou et al., 2008). 
Moreover, getting teachers and families 
involved in these information sharing 
events can be beneficial for pupils 
ahead of the transition process and 
may similarly ease parents’ own anxiety 
surrounding the transition (Evangelou et 
al., 2008). Indeed, People Know How’s 
Whit Dae Ye Hink project has done 
exactly that, with positive results. The 
Positive Transition’s Service overall is 
built on the value of conversations and 
building relationships with others. This is 
similarly evident in the Pupils Know How 
project where pupils support one another 
and where they are themselves in charge 
of identifying what support is most 
relevant and beneficial to them. 

Building strong relationships 

Furthermore, it has been argued that 
factors in a pupils’ ecological system 
play major roles in a positive transition 
experience. Their ecological system, 
in this context, refers to the pupil 
themselves, family, teachers, peers and 
physical environmental (Jindal-Snape 
et al., 2019). Studies on the transition 
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process tend to focus on the interplay of 
four distinctive groups: local authorities, 
children, parents and schools (Evangelou 
et al., 2008). The pupil-family-school 
relationship is often awarded specific 
attention (Jindal-Snape et al. 2019). 
High-quality relationships with teachers 
and peers are regarded as essential 
for facilitating pupils’ academic 
development, school engagement 
and motivational resilience (Furrer et 
al., 2014; Langenkamp, 2010). Indeed, 
Jindal-Snape et al. (2019) note how 
the “perceived and real relationships 
with peers and teachers” (p. 17) was the 
most discussed aspect in discussing the 
transition from the pupils’ perspective. 
Moreover, Benner’s research on pupils 
in the USA shows that perceived stable 
friendship support relates to less social 
disruption, consequently higher school 
engagement and better academic 
performance (Benner et al., 2017). 
However, a 2005 study conducted in 
New South Wales, Australia, shows that 
young people’s anxieties of “fitting in” 
new school environments and fostering 
peer-pupil-teacher relationships is one 
of the major challenges of the transition 
(Howard et al., 2005). Furthermore, 
Booth and Gerard (2014) note that a 
pupil’s relationship with their teachers 
influence their perception of the school. 
To help laying the foundation for health 
and steady relationships between pupils, 
their peers and their teachers, it has been 
suggested that familiarisation with the 
new school environment and people prior 
to the transition can be beneficial to 
ease pupils’ anxiety (Howard et al., 2005). 
Older pupils at the secondary school can 
similarly help ease the transition of new 
students through mentoring schemes or 
informal question and answer sessions. 
Having the opportunity to engage with 

pupils already at the secondary school, 
hearing about their experiences and 
asking questions ahead of the transition 
can familiarise the incoming secondary 
school pupils with the secondary school 
system and experience. It also provides 
them with the opportunity to get to know 
pupils in the years above them, as well as 
their future class mates (Ashton, 2008).

Academic responsibilities 

It has been shown that a discontinuity 
in assessment (Smith et al. 2008), 
disciplinary practices (Jindal-Snape 
et al., 2019; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 
2008), teaching styles and academic 
expectations (Marshall & Hargreaves, 
2008) present further challenges for 
some in the primary-secondary school 
transition. As opposed to in primary 
school, secondary school require pupils 
to bear greater personal responsibility 
for their work (Rice et al., 2011). While 
some report that they find the work too 
challenging, others report enjoying being 
challenged academically and being 
introduced to new subjects (Symonds & 
Hargreaves, 2016). However, the number 
of reports of negative experiences 
are significantly higher than those of 
positive experiences (Mackenzie et 
al., 2012). Ashton’s (2008) suggests 
that letting pupils speak to secondary 
school teachers and/or pupils already in 
secondary school ahead of the transition, 
can help them understand what the 
expectations of them are. This includes 
both the amount of everyday school 
work, as well as the how subjects and 
classes are organised and scheduled 
(Ashton, 2008). Again, this illustrates the 
importance of involving pupils in primary-
secondary school transition ahead of the 
actual transition. Furthermore, previous 
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research has discussed the interplay 
between pupils’ academic performance, 
peer relationships (Benner & Wang, 
2017) and wellbeing (Langenkamp, 
2009). These studies suggest the need 
of integrated approaches to boost 
young people’s academic performance. 
An example of what this can look 
like in practice is People Know How’s 
Science Club, which encourages pupils 
to build good relationships with peers, 
as well as stimulate interest in learning. 
Being offered such support ahead of 
the transition can thereby be highly 
beneficial for pupils, as has it may have 
a positive impact on their educational 
performance and encourages the 
development of good peer relationships.

Family support

There exists limited literature on parental 
perceptions of the primary-secondary 
school transition. Dillion and Underwood’s 
(2012) study, on the perceptions of 
UK parents whose children are yet 
to experience the transition, reports 
more negative than positive attitudes 
in relation to the transition. However, 
parents whose children has already 
experienced the transition perceived 
it in a more positive way (Dillon & 
Underwood, 2012). This indicates that 
worries from parents may subside over 
time. Though the number of studies on 
factors relating to parents and family 
is limited, a stable parent-teacher 
relationship and parent-child relationship 
have been regarded as influential in 
effectively facilitating a positive transition 
(Smith et al., 2008; Waters et al., 2013; 
Wilcock, 2013). Several studies have 
shown how factors, such as consistent 
and ongoing support from parents and a 
parenting style that children and young 

people perceived as supportive to their 
autonomy, result in a more positive 
transition experience (Hammond, 2016; 
Smith et al., 2008; Waters et al., 2013). 
Siblings and/or cousins can also have 
an impact on the transition experience. 
While siblings and/or cousins attending 
the same secondary school can be a 
protective factor to ease the transition 
anxiety (Mackenzie et al., 2012), it may 
also trigger negative feelings when they 
share their negative experiences, such 
as experiencing school bullying, with 
the transitioning pupil (Jindal-Snape & 
Foggie, 2008). The possible negative 
influence coming from siblings highlights 
the importance of making space to let 
pupils’ voice be heard and ensure they 
are being listened to with regards to their 
worries and concerns. In particular, it is 
important to give pupils the opportunity 
to themselves recognise what support 
they feel they would benefit from – as all 
schools and year groups are different. As 
previously mentioned, the Pupils Know 
How project is a notable example in 
this regard. Furthermore, it is similarly 
necessary to involve the families of the 
pupils who are transitioning, as is done 
in the Whit Dae Ye Hink project, and 
work collaboratively with them, the 
school and the community ahead of, 
and throughout, the primary-secondary 
school transition.  

Conclusion

International literature pertaining to 
the primary-secondary school transition 
process have demonstrated consistent 
views on its effect and it is similarly 
consistent with Scotland-specific 
literature on this topic (Jindal-Snape 
et al., 2019). This evidences that the 
transition experience is similar for many 
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pupils on an international scale – and 
in the United States and Australia in 
particular. Most studies show that 
pupils experience more negative than 
positive feelings regarding their transition 
experience. These negative experiences 
include a discontinuity in teaching 
style, as well as an increase in pressure 
and personal responsibilities (Benner 
& Wang, 2017; Booth & Gerard, 2014). 
These negative experiences can be 
expressed through a decline in school 
engagement and academic outcomes 
(Howard et al., 2005). Few pupils in 
the reviewed literature report positive 
feelings regarding the transition. Part 
of the explanation for this may lie in 
that the transition may be especially 
challenging as it takes place during an 
overall challenging period of puberty 
(Carlo et al., 2012; Waters et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, factors in the context of the 
pupils’ ecological system are the most 
important factors for a positive transition. 
As such, stable and good relationships 
with family peers and teachers are 
crucial. It is similarly highlighted that 
involving pupils at all steps in the in the 
transition process is valuable to ensure 
that the support offered is good and 

relevant to sufficiently prepare them for 
what is to come (Booth & Gerard, 2014; 
Furrer et al., 2014; Howard et al., 2005). 
This can be done through the organising 
joint social events between primary 
and secondary schools or organising 
orientation camps before the transition. 
Encouraging communication between 
primary school pupils and the secondary 
school – both pupils and teachers - can 
help them understand what lies ahead 
(Ashton, 2008; Howard et al., 2005). 
People Know How is an outstanding 
example of how projects can offer 
comprehensive services from pupils’ 
perspectives to facilitate a good primary-
secondary school transition. Particularly 
noteworthy are the projects Pupils Know 
How, Family Support and Whit Dae Ye 
Hink project that, in combination, involve 
the voices of teachers, families and pupils 
in the transition process. Overall, this 
research briefing suggests that support 
provided by organisations such as People 
Know How may be useful and applicable 
across countries and that there is 
much to be learnt from other countries 
approaches in facilitating positive 
primary-secondary school transitions. 



7

People Know How - Research Briefings - September 2020

Ashton, R. (2008). Improving the transfer to secondary 
school: How every child’s voice can matter. Support for 
Learning, 23(4), 176–182. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9604.2008.00391.x

Benner, A., Boyle, A., & Bakhtiari, F. (2017). 
Understanding Students’ Transition to High 
School: Demographic Variation and the Role of 
Supportive Relationships [Article]. Journal of Youth 
and Adolescence, 46(10), 2129–2142. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10964-017-0716-2

Benner, A., & Wang, Y. (2017). Racial/ethnic 
discrimination and adolescents’ well-being: The role 
of cross-ethnic friendships and friends’ experiences of 
discrimination. Child Development, 88(2), 493–504. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12606

Booth, M. Z., & Gerard, J. M. (2014). Adolescents’ 
Stage-Environment Fit in Middle and High School: 
The Relationship Between Students’ Perceptions 
of Their Schools and Themselves [Article]. 
Youth and Society, 46(6), 735–755. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0044118X12451276

Carlo, G., Crockett, L. J., Wolff, J. M., & Beal, S. J. (2012). 
The Role of Emotional Reactivity, Self-regulation, and 
Puberty in Adolescents’ Prosocial Behaviors [Article]. 
Social Development, 21(4), 667–685. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00660.x

Dillon, G. V., & Underwood, J. D. M. (2012). Parental 
perspectives of students with autism spectrum 
disorders transitioning from primary to secondary 
school in the United Kingdom [Article]. Focus on Autism 
and Other Developmental Disabilities, 27(2), 111–121. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357612441827

Evangelou, M., Taggart, B., Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., 
& Sammons, P. (2008). Secondary Education 3-14 
Project What Makes a Successful Transition from 
Primary to Secondary School ? Education.

Furrer, C. J., Skinner, E. A., & Pitzer, J. R. (2014). The 
Influence of Teacher and Peer Relationships on 
Students’ Classroom Engagement and Everyday 
Motivational Resilience. Teachers College Record, 
116(13), 101–123.

Gillison, F., Standage, M., & Skevington, S. (2008). 
Changes in quality of life and psychological 
need satisfaction following the transition to 
secondary school [Article]. British Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 78(1), 149–162. https://doi.
org/10.1348/000709907X209863

Hammond, N. (2016). Making a drama out of 
transition: challenges and opportunities at times of 
change [Article]. Research Papers in Education, 31(3), 
299–315. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2015.1029
963

Howard, S., John, & Son, B. (2005). Transition 
from primary to secondary school: possibilities 
and paradoxes. AARE 2004 Conference Papers, 
February, 1–10. http://www.aare.edu.au/data/
publications/2004/how04184.pdf

Jindal-Snape, D., Cantali, D., MacGillivray, S., & 
Hannah, E. (2019). Transitions : A Systematic Literature 
Review. https://www.gov.scot/publications/primary-
secondary-transitions-systematic-literature-review/
pages/1/

Jindal-Snape, D., & Foggie, J. (2008). A holistic 
approach to primary - Secondary transitions 
[Article]. Improving Schools, 11(1), 5–18. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1365480207086750

Langenkamp, A. (2009). Following Different Pathways: 
Social Integration, Achievement, and the Transition to 
High School [Article]. American Journal of Education, 
116(1), 69–97. https://doi.org/10.1086/605101

Langenkamp, A. (2010). Academic vulnerability 
and resilience during the transition to high school: 
The role of social relationships and district context 
[Article]. Sociology of Education, 83(1), 1–19. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0038040709356563

Mackenzie, E., Mcmaugh, A., & O’Sullivan, K.-A. (2012). 
Perceptions of Primary to Secondary School Transitions: 
Challenge or Threat? Issues in Educational Research, 
22(3), 298–314.

Marshall, N. A., & Hargreaves, D. J. (2008). 
Teachers’ views of the primary–secondary transition 
in music education in England [Article]. Music 
Education Research, 10(1), 63–74. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14613800701871389

Nielsen, L., Shaw, T., Meilstrup, C., Koushede, V., 
Bendtsen, P., Rasmussen, M., Lester, L., Due, P., & Cross, 
D. (2017). School transition and mental health among 
adolescents: A comparative study of school systems in 
Denmark and Australia [Article]. International Journal 
of Educational Research, 83(C), 65–74. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.01.011

Rice, F., Frederickson, N., & Seymour, J. (2011). Assessing 
pupil concerns about transition to secondary school. 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, 81(2), 
244–263. https://doi.org/10.1348/000709910X519333

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2008.00391.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2008.00391.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0716-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0716-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12606
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X12451276
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X12451276
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00660.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00660.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357612441827
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709907X209863
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709907X209863
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2015.1029963
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2015.1029963
http://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2004/how04184.pdf
http://www.aare.edu.au/data/publications/2004/how04184.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/primary-secondary-transitions-systematic-literature-review/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/primary-secondary-transitions-systematic-literature-review/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/primary-secondary-transitions-systematic-literature-review/pages/1/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480207086750
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480207086750
https://doi.org/10.1086/605101
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040709356563
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040709356563
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613800701871389
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613800701871389
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709910X519333


8

People Know How - Research Briefings - September 2020

People Know How

525 Ferry Road 
Edinburgh 
EH5 2FF

www.peopleknowhow.org

0131 569 0525

research.briefings@peopleknowhow.org

Registered Charity No. SC043871

@PKHinnovation

@peopleknowhow

@peopleknowhow

/PeopleKnowHow1

Smith, J. S., Akos, P., Lim, S., & Wiley, S. (2008). Student 
and Stakeholder Perceptions of the Transition to High 
School [Article]. The High School Journal, 91(3), 32–42. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2008.0003

Symonds, J., & Hargreaves, L. (2016). Emotional and 
Motivational Engagement at School Transition: A 
Qualitative Stage-Environment Fit Study [Article]. 
Journal of Early Adolescence, 36(1), 54–85. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0272431614556348

Vaz, S., Falkmer, M., Parsons, R., Passmore, A. E., 
Parkin, T., & Falkmer, T. (2014). School Belongingness 
and Mental Health Functioning across the Primary-
Secondary Transition in a Mainstream Sample: Multi-
Group Cross-Lagged Analyses. [Article]. PLoS ONE, 9(6), 
1–10. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0099576

Waters, S., Lester, L., & Cross, D. (2013). How Does 
Support From Peers Compare With Support From 
Adults as Students Transition to Secondary School? 
[Article]. Journal of Adolescent Health, 54(5), 543–549. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2013.10.012

Waters, S., Lester, L., Wenden, E., & Cross, D. (2012). A 
theoretically grounded exploration of the social and 
emotional outcomes of transition to secondary school. 
Australian Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 22(2), 
190–205. https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2012.26

Wilcock, A. (2013). The transition tightrope supporting 
students in transition to secondary schools [Book]. 
Routledge.

http://www.peopleknowhow.org
mailto:contactus%40peopleknowhow.org?subject=
http://www.twitter.com/pkhinnovation
http://www.facebook.com/peopleknowhow
http://www.instagram.com/peopleknowhow
http://www.youtube.com/user/peopleknowhow1
http://www.youtube.com/user/peopleknowhow1
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2008.0003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431614556348
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431614556348
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0099576
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2013.10.012
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2012.26

