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Abstract

Transitioning from Primary School to Secondary School is cited as one of the most
challenging stages of a young person’s educational journey (Hopwood et al. 2016). Whilst
the voice of the child lacks amplification in existing literature, large scale quantitative
studies report feelings of stress and anxiety in young people during transition (e.g. Uka and
Uka 2020; Van Rens et al. 2019), leading to a decline in wellbeing and a pause or regression of
attainment. This qualitative study advances our understanding of how children perceive
their wellbeing during transition to secondary school by prioritising their authentic voice,
leading to recommendations for future practice.

This instrumental case study was motivated by three research questions: (1) How do young
people perceive the impact of the transition to secondary school on their wellbeing, and
why? (2) How do young people’s perceptions of their wellbeing relate to the transition to
secondary school change over time, and why? (3) What do children tell us about their
experience of transitioning to secondary school and how we should manage the process?

Qualitative data was gathered using research conversations and a new research method:
multi-literacy research conversations, which were conceptualised as part of this study. The
study used a convenience sample of seven children who underwent this transition in 2021
and presents four themes following Reflexive Thematic Analysis of the data: (1) ‘An
emotional journey’: Changing emotions during transition (2) ‘Perception is reality’:
conceptualising secondary school. (3) ‘A New normal’: The experiences of secondary
school. (4) ‘A Helping hand’: Supporting transition.

The findings challenge current literature that frames transition from the first day of
secondary school onwards and focusses on how children adjust to the new setting and
expectations. Conversants in this study felt the effects of transition from as early as Year
Five which extends the currenting understanding of the boundaries of the transition period,
highlighting that they were influenced by feelings of loss and grief at leaving primary school.
A refinement of Alderfer’s model of motivation is generated as a way of conceptualising
how children’s wellbeing may be supported during transition.
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Chapter One — Introduction

1.1 Introducing the Study

1.1.1 The Backdrop

The transition from primary school to secondary school has long been recognised as
one of the most challenging times in a young adolescent students’ education,
particularly in regard to their academic achievement. Research evidence from the
last 30 years has identified a consistent pattern in students’ academic achievement
across transition, suggesting that student achievement stalls or even declines in the
first year of secondary school. (Hopwood et al. 2016 p.290)

Transitioning from primary to secondary school is considered one of the most challenging stages of a
young person’s educational journey (Hopwood et al. 2016) and aligns with a period of significant
physical, social and emotional change as the young person enters early adolescence (Cross et al.
2018). Transition to secondary school is associated with feelings of stress and anxiety (e.g. Fontaine
2020) which have engendered negative impacts on academic performance and wider education
(Pascoe et al. 2020), but the child’s voice lacks amplification in transition literature, with most
researchers favouring large scale quantitative studies (e.g. Uka and Uka 2020; Van Rens et al. 2019).
Despite the acknowledgement of the emotional impact transition can have on children, and the
known links to adverse academic outcomes, there are significant gaps in the literature with regard to

emotional transition (Ng-Knight et al 2018) and improving wellbeing during this time (Bharara 2020).

At the outset of this research, | was Head of Year 7 and Transition in a secondary school and was
responsible for assisting pupils in making this transition each year and have a professional and
personal values interest in preventing a pause or regression in personal and academic progress.
Secondary schools across England and Wales recognise this abiding concern over transition and have
devised a wide variety of ‘transition programmes’ to support students during this disruptive period
(Evangelou et al. 2008). Such programmes often focus on academic transition, with a view to

ensuring that students do not develop gaps in their learning with, for example, cross-setting literacy
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activities (projects begun in Year 6 and completed in Year 7) to diagnose problems, and secondary
school teachers visiting primary schools ahead of transition to establish teacher-pupil relationships.
Evangelou et al. (2008) found pupils who had recently transitioned to secondary school felt the work
was ‘different’ and ‘a little harder’ but were happy with the changes in academic expectations, with
the authors citing ‘positive transition’ and ‘well-settled children’. Although briefly explored, the
study did not prioritise wellbeing and there is literature on the deficit of ‘emotional transition’;
ensuring that wellbeing is prioritised during this time (Ng-Knight et al 2018), which will be explored
herein as part of the literature review. Most transition research to date is based upon large-scale
guantitative enquiry which has highlighted that children experience feelings of anxiety and stress
during transition to Secondary school (e.g. Makover et al. 2019; Cox et al. 2016) but the voice of the
child lacks amplification in existing transition literature. Primary to Secondary School transition
coincides with the transition from childhood to adolescence, which is known to be a time of
increased risk to wellbeing and mental health (e.g. Black et al. 2019; Yoon et al. 2022) and school
climate has been cited as an important aspect of positive mental health and wellbeing during the
period of adolescence (Urke et al. 2022). As there is a strong correlation between the mental health
of young people and their success at school (Smith et al 2021), the wellbeing of students before,
during and after transition requires research in order to improve provision, helping children to
develop strategies to strengthen feelings of wellbeing through well-designed transition programmes,
and alleviate potential anxiety around transition. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC 1989) was enshrined into UK law in 1992 and there has been a rising recognition in
the thirty years since that children have a right to be heard, and included in decisions that affect
them (Darmasseelane et al. 2022). As part of our commitment to the UNCRC, capturing the
authentic voice of the child is crucial so that they are included in future decision-making around

transition.
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The Department for Education’s (DfE) National strategy for improving standards (DfE 2016 p.3)
outlined a commitment to ‘provide world-class education and care that allows every child and young
person to reach his or her potential, regardless of background’. Following the Covid-19 pandemic,
the Department for Education published their ‘outcome delivery plan’ (DfE 2021) as a of way
outlining the role that education will play in the rebuilding of the economy, shifting away from the
potential of individual children. Indeed, in the aftermath of the pandemic, many of the publications
from the Department for Education prioritise some of the most vulnerable groups of young people:
those with Special Educational Needs, known to social services, and those identified as
disadvantaged and eligible for Pupil Premium funding to improve their educational outcomes (e.g.
DfE 2023a, DfE 2023b). The DfE have released literature centred around economic rebuilding, such
as the development of further education, entering the workforce and ensuring young people can
positively contribute to the UK economy (e.g. DfE 2023c, DfE 2023d), as well as early years and
childcare reform, to ensure that parents are able to return to work following the birth of a child (e.g.
DfE 2023e, DfE 2023f). This suggest that wellbeing is not of concern to the government in an
individual sense, but in how it can contribute to a more robust economic position. Despite a
consensus that transition is a problematic time for young people, there is no reference in the DfE
literature to the many challenges, both academic and emotional, that transition is known to present.
This is of major concern when one considers that the last government review of transition, published
over twenty years ago (DfE. 1999), highlighted the need for ‘social concerns’ to be considered and
concluded that there was too much focus on narrowing the academic gap. Whilst there has been a
change in political leadership, national context, and ideology in the years since the review, leading to
an emphasis on education as a tool to drive economic growth (DfE 2021), it would appear that there
is little by way of proactive work being carried out by the DfE in relation to transition. It is my hope
that the findings of this research will go some way to informing future policy-making with a view to

assisting children to successfully transition from primary to secondary school, and to safeguard them
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against the negative impacts that are known to be more likely to follow when transition is

inadequately managed.

1.1.2 This study

Children across England continue to make the transition from primary to secondary schools and
remain at risk of a deficit of emotional wellbeing during this significant event. This study focusses on
the most common transition of students between state schools in England - from the end of Year Six
in primary school to Year Seven in secondary school (DfE 2018), but without the inclusion of middle
schools and independent schools due to the small number of such settings in England (Crook 2008). |
wanted to establish an understanding of students’ own perception of their wellbeing as they
transition from primary to secondary school, and how this might change and develop over the
transition period. | aimed to do this by gathering the first-hand accounts of experiences and
perspectives of young people during and after transition to explore this, with the goal of forging a
series of professional recommendations as to how young people might be constructively supported
during this challenging time. In line with our obligations under the UNCRC, gaining the authentic
voice of the child and applying this to decision-making is a central focus of this study and methods of

elicitation are explored and developed as part of the research design.

The Covid-19 pandemic rendered conventional transition programmes impossible to implement due
to school closures and risk assessments. In my own school we were unable to invite students into
school to familiarise themselves with the site and staff, which is cited as the most important aspect
of transition (Evangelou et al 2008). It will be interesting to consider the impact of this deficit on the
effectiveness of children’s transition as it reflects ‘real’ lived experiences for pupils and educators
and is relevant to my role as an educator-researcher. Once the research commenced, experiences of

transition under Covid-19 may have faded in the respondents’ minds, however it was important that
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the impact of this unprecedented episode was explored. It should be noted that this is not a piece of
pandemic research, studying the impacts of Covid-19, but it was likely to be a topic of discussion
amongst the participants as the period of lockdown had greatly impacted on their schooling through
the period under investigation. The Covid-19 pandemic has had a negative effect on mental health
across the globe (Torales et al. 2020) and students are likely to retain residual anxieties from that
difficult time. | carefully considered sampling strategies to attempt to isolate specific concerns, and
contributions to the research with regards to Covid-19 were to be considered in line with the

research aims and questions.

1.1 Research Questions

This study’s research questions are set within an interpretivist paradigm (see 3.2.1) and were
formulated with children's views at the centre. The research questions do not seek to prove or
disprove a theory but to capture the authentic experiences of young people and consider how

changes to practice can be recommended to improve personal and academic outcomes:

1) How do young people perceive the impact of the transition period on their wellbeing, and why?

2) How do young people’s perceptions of their wellbeing related to the transition period change
over time, and why?

3) What do children tell us about their experience of transition and how we should manage the
process?
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1.2 Introducing the Author

1.2.1 Professional and Personal positionality

According to Carling et al. (2014), a researcher’s positionality can affect the research they undertake,
meaning that their own characteristics and lived experiences inform the planning and practicalities
of the research process. This notion is emphasised by Bukamal (2022 p.237):

Researchers — with all their beliefs, and all their attitudes forged by background and

life-history — are assumed to be an integral part of the research process. (Bukamal
2022 p.237).

My research was set against the backdrop of my personal and professional positionality, the
research process required me to reflect on the events that had led me to completing doctoral
research. All qualitative research is contextual (Dodgson et al 2019) and in examining the interaction
between my research and my positionality | hope to attain greater credibility and provide the reader

with a deeper understanding of the subject matter (Berger 2013).

Following completion of an undergraduate degree in Music and a subsequent Post-graduate
Certificate in Education, | began my teaching career in a Catholic secondary school on Merseyside.
Two weeks after my appointment, the Archdiocese began process of closing the school due to falling
numbers. | was promoted to Head of Performing Arts and tasked with ensuring that GCSE Drama,
Music and Dance students successfully gained their qualifications. | took the opportunity to
complete my master's degree over this period, with my research centering around the effects of the
school closure on staff and students. This research experience engendered a passion for qualitative
enquiry and the exploration of human experiences together with a desire to provide professional
solutions for problems arising in times of challenge. Positioning student voice at the centre of the
research allowed their voices and experiences to permeate the final thesis and inform professional

recommendations, something that | continued to work towards as part of this doctoral research.

Following the closure of the school, | relocated to my current school in Gloucestershire where | was
appointed Head of Music and then Head of Year 7 and Transition, where my interest in the transition
from primary school to secondary school grew as | worked with children, colleagues and parents
involved in that process. My work involved countless visits to primary schools each year, developing
and delivering transition programmes and being responsible for the academic and pastoral welfare
of these students during their first year of secondary school. | found this a very rewarding job that

brought with it a valuable reminder of the potential challenges that can occur during this transition
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and the impact we can have as educators on the personal, social and emotional development of

young people in our care.

Subsequently | was appointed to the Senior Leadership Team as Assistant Headteacher with
responsibility for safeguarding together with child protection, transition and primary school
relationships. | am the Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL) for the school and The Designated
Teacher for Children in Care (CiC) and Previously Looked after children (PLAC) and so have significant
professional experience and knowledge of working with the most vulnerable of students. | work
alongside staff, students, parents/carers and governors of the school, as well as external agencies
including health providers, the police and social services, as part of the local authority Multi-Agency
Safeguarding Hub, as well as the Early Help Partnership, Children and Adolescent Mental Health
Service (CAMHS) and the Virtual School. My work in child protection and safeguarding further
emphasised the vital importance of listening to children and to their authentic experiences to
coordinate the most apposite support and intervention at the correct time, to facilitate personal and

academic success.

My professional experience to date has highlighted the importance of meeting the needs of
vulnerable children and moderating situations that impede their ability to reach their academic and
personal potential. | have a strong working knowledge of transition, child protection and
safeguarding, and spend much of my working life talking to children and their families about
sensitive and difficult topics in a respectful and collaborative manner, always placing the child at the
centre. These experiences position me to draw effectively on the experiences of young people and

work in a solution-focussed manner to improve outcomes - a crucial aspect of this research.

1.2.2 Insider-outsider research

A significant consideration when conducting research with children, particularly those whom a
researcher teaches, is that of power asymmetry and how this might impact on the study (Kim 2011).
As | shared the school community with my proposed research participants, and had considerable
experience working in education, | initially considered myself to be an insider researcher, affiliated
with members of the study population (Lor and Bowers 2018). It was important for me to explore
the insider aspects of my positionally to properly consider my perspective as a researcher who was a
member of the same school community as my participants. Whilst it was true that participants and |
shared the same space and were part of the same community, there were obvious differences
between my role in this setting and theirs. There were also pertinent issues in relation to power that
| wanted to explore — could | really be an insider researcher in this context? | was aware that my

position as a teacher in the school could affect the design and execution of the study and how this
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was likely to be received, and engaged with, by participants (Mills 2018), who might find it
challenging to conceptualise, or benefit from, the duality of my teacher-researcher role (Brannick

and Coghlan 2007).

Coghlan (2019) asserts that insider researchers are a part of the organisation or community that is
being researched and who have access to the hidden organisational realities to which an outsider
would not usually be exposed. Conversely, outsider researchers are researchers who join the
organisation temporarily for the purpose of conducting the research (Holleland and Johansson
2017). Within these parameters | could be considered an insider research as part of the same school
organisation, but | had obvious questions with regard to the extent of this positioning particularly
when considering Poulton’s (2023) claims that insider researchers are those who share the
experience of their research participants. | believed that merely being a member of the school
community was not enough to claim that we were sharing the experience of transition, despite the
binary options put forward, but | did not consider myself an outsider researcher either. Thisis a
debate explored by Bukamal (2022) who had a comparable experience as a Bahraini national fully
immersed in western culture, having lived in the UK and New Zealand for many years. Bukamal
acknowledges aspects of her positionality that made her both an ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ in the
cultural landscapes of both Bahrain and The West and responded by shifting her insider-outsider
positions in each country in which she researched. Bukamal (2022) further argues that she sought to
shift her research positioning from insider when interviewing staff members to outsider when
observing classroom practice. It seems unlikely that this shifting positioning has credibility when
considering that the insider outsider debate has a basis in the relationships and shared experiences a
researcher has with participants. This impacts on the ability to move from insider research, with its
associated privileges and power dynamics (Dwyer et al. 2009), to that of an outsider, during a
bounded piece of research with the same participants. A researcher is an insider or outsider by
nature of their experiences and relationships and, therefore, cannot decide which positioning they
would like to take, only identify which position they have and how this might impact their research.
Whilst this study is not directly applicable to my context, it illustrated to me that the conversation
around the insider-outsider debate is active and encouraged me to pursue a more satisfactory

framework.

Nakata (2015) proposes a wider perspective on the insider-outsider debate, arguing that rather than
a binary categorisation, insider-outsider positioning sits on a spectrum, outlined overleaf (Fig.1) and

viewed from the perspective of the teacher-researcher:
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Outsider

research

Insider’s

Insider

outsider
research

research

Type of research

Dimensions

Outsider Research (OR)

Insider’s Outsider research (IOR)

Insider research (IR)

Researcher

- Third person account:
collect and analyse data as a

third person.

- Collect data as a first person but analyse it

as a third person.

First person account: collect and analyse data as a first

person (but with a critical viewpoint).

Student (Participant)

- Students as cooperative
generators of data;

- a source of data.

- Students as:

- collaborators in the research process;

- Students as cooperative generators of data.

- Students as a source of data.

- Students as collaborators in the research process;
- cooperative generators of data;
- asource of data.

- The practitioner themselves as a source of data.

Contribution

- More to the research field

than the practitioners

- More to the improvement of practitioners’
teaching, but also to the research field to

some extent

- The place for education and professional development
- Better understanding the practitioner themselves as well as

students.

Figure 1. Dimensions of Research Methodology: Insider-Outsider Perspective — abridged - Nakata (2015)




Nakata’s characterisation (2015) helped me to make some sense of my positioning. Insider’s
Outsider Research (IOR) research felt a more appropriate fit to my context and situation. | was
collecting data as a member of the school community and from the student perspective, i.e. first
person, however | could not analyse the data from the perspective of someone who was undergoing
transition with my participants whereas | could do so from a third person perspective, removed from
experiences of the transition process. My evaluation of the ‘Student’ and ‘Contribution’ dimensions
of the model, too, aligned with my research approach and philosophical positioning by casting the
students as research collaborators, thus valuing their voice, and contributing to the research field
whilst also informing my own practice. Reflecting on the complexity of my professional positioning in
this research, | questioned what was to be gained from identifying the ‘correct’ category in which to
‘shoehorn’ myself, other than an opportunity to reflect on the importance that should be placed on
my positioning in the research. Whilst | feel that Nakata’s Insider’s Outsider Research approach
might be the best fit for me in this model, | did not feel it allowed for the complexities of my

relationships with my participants.

Lu and Hodge (2019) suggest that the conceptualisation of insider-outsider is limited and instead call
for a multidimensional approach to positionality that is as unique as the researcher. Relationships
with participants can be complex (Yassour-Borochowitz 2014) and it follows that my positionality is
best explored within the specific context in which | find myself, the participants, and the research.
The debate around insider-outsider research is grounded in relationships with participants and the
research context, and how these might impact the research and analysis. Examining my relationships
with my participants, rather than settling on which ‘type’ of researcher | was, seemed to be a more

meaningful way to approach this issue.

| have delivered a significant amount of primary school outreach work and have worked with
students from reception upwards for nearly a decade. This means that the participants in this
research may have had a relationship with me prior to their transition and thus developed trust in
me as an adult. | developed a further positive relationship with each student as part of their
transition meetings in year six where | met with each prospective year seven student to talk to them
about what to expect from secondary school and support them to manage the transition period. On
their first day, | was the only teacher already known to them and was a consistent point of contact
whom they could approach with any worries or concerns during their first year at secondary school.
Randall (2012) argues that this trusting relationship building is important to consider as part of this
research as it is likely that students felt more confident to communicate more authentically with a
researcher with whom they had a pre-existing relationship. On the other hand, Ladkin (2017)

suggests it is possible that students recognised my position of power and authority in the school
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community and felt less able to speak negatively about their experiences through fear of
repercussions. This is an example of where the insider-outsider paradigm does not seem to allow for
the complexities of social interaction and a multi-dimensional approach is a better fit. As with all
research, the rapport between researcher and participant is potentially the most important aspect
of conducting quality research (Pitts and Miller-Day 2016). My professional experience, and existing
relationships with participants, meant that | was in a strong position to develop rapport with
students within a research setting, building on existing relationships, but it was important to be

aware of the power asymmetry that existed which is explored in the next section.

1.2.3 Power

Schools, by their very nature, provide the setting for power relationships in which children
consistently feature as “low power” members. (Zhang et al. 2019). Gurdal and Sorbring (2018) found
that the relationships between teachers and children are institutional in nature and that children
perceive a lack of agency within these settings, to the extent that they fear admonition for seeking it.
Aruta et al. (2019) agree with this position: the teacher is in a position of power and authority and
the child is in a powerless position with limited, if any, agency. In order to gain the authentic voice of
children in research, this power asymmetry needs to be carefully considered and managed, so that
children are afforded a research and educational environment that allows them to candidly present
their views. Gaining the authentic voice of the child was an important part of this research and so it
was important to me that | created a research environment that facilitated this by ensuring the
power asymmetry was addressed.

The challenging aspect of this debate on power relations between teacher-researcher and student is
that they explicitly exist as part of the social structure of a school environment, and we cannot deny
it (Gill et al. 2012). In a school environment, the adults make and enforce the rules, are the imparters
of knowledge and are able to make and enforce decisions about young people in their care. So, the
aim cannot be to remove this power imbalance, but to manage it in a way that allows the voices of

the participants to be present in the research in an authentic way.

Ollin and Porn (2021) discuss ways in which to manage a teacher — researcher power relationship.
They argue that dictating rigid terms of research activities, e.g. deciding who speaks when, can
emphasise an existing power imbalance as power and control is enacted during the research. To
mitigate this, | decided to explore the use of Butcher’s (2018) research conversations, and
subsequently developed my own multi-literacy research conversations, as ways of reducing this

power asymmetry in this project (see 3.4.5).
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Gillet-Swan and Sargeant (2018) produced an interesting paper that highlights the intrusion of other
school personnel into the research space can interrupt the research climate and affect the
engagement of the child with the research. For example, when an interview takes place with a child
in a classroom and a member of school staff enters the room, even if they do not engage with the
researcher or child, this was seen to be a barrier to full and free participation with the research. |
ensured that my research activities were conducted in a private space to avoid intrusions like this,
thus preserving a purposeful research environment. This issue is explored from an ethical standpoint
later and feeds into the research design, but it is nevertheless a useful reminder of a child’s power-
positioning in a school setting and the importance of ensuring a safe, secure, and accessible research

environment as part of a child-centred approach to research with children.

1.2.4 A Child-centred approach

In line with my axiological positioning, outlined in 1.2.5, keeping the child’s voice at the centre of this
research, as part of a right-respecting approach is vital. The United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UN 1989) was enshrined into UK law in 1992 and has 54 articles that cover all aspects of
a child’s life and associated rights. Articles twelve and thirteen, perhaps the most apposite here, set

out the following:

Article 12

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to
express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial
and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an
appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.

Article 13

1. The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing
or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice.

2. The exercise of this right may be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be such as are
provided by law and are necessary:

(a) For respect of the rights or reputations of others; or

(b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public health or
morals
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Seeking and listening to the views of children is central to the above articles and their publication
has led to a greater prioritisation of gaining the views of children in educational research (Gillet-
Swan and Coppock 2016). My intent via the research is to put children at the centre as agents of
change and as those who know their world best. There has been a long tradition of research on
children, with them as an object (Faldet and Nes 2021) as opposed to with them as part of a
collaborative research relationship, which further highlights the power asymmetry that exists in
research with children. Children have a right to be included in decisions that are made around
transition provision and the lack of amplification in transition research means that they have not had
sufficient opportunity to express their views and impart information on a topic that has so much
bearing on their lives. My research methodology and personal axiology values the contributions
children can make to improving the experience of transition, aligning with the rights they have to do

so, which | hoped would lead to meaningful contributions to professional practice.

Sudarsan et al. (2022) discuss the importance of creating a research space that ensures participants
feel comfortable and able to access and contribute authentically to the research. All research
activities in this study were conducted in a trauma-informed manner to support students to feel
comfortable and safe (e.g. Ballin 2022). A trauma-informed approach requires researchers to have
an understanding of the significance of trauma in people’s lives and support recovery (Auty et al.
2022). | have received professional training in trauma-informed practice and utilised this approach
when deploying research methods. For example, research conversations took place in an
uncluttered classroom known to the children and not, for example, in my office, which might have
emphasised any power asymmetry. | also thought carefully about the layout of the room, ensuring
that doors had glass in them, and that each participant was seated nearest to the door with a clear
exit route from the room. When working with conversants, strength-based language was used
(Brunzell 2021) along with nuances from my professional knowledge and experience of interaction

with trauma-affected young people.

In order to best hear the voice of the child | carefully considered the research activities | would
deliver which led me to the use Butcher’s (2018) research conversations and the later refining of this

to multi-literacy research conversations. This is explored further in chapter three.
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1.2.5 Axiology

Axiology ‘addresses questions related to what is valued and considered to be desirable or ‘good’ for
humans and society’ (Biedenbach and Jacobsson 2016 p.140). Exploring this is an important part of
the philosophical underpinning of this research as a researcher's sense of value, and their
experiences cannot be left out of research and will, inevitably, colour it (Espedal et al 2022). Axiology
concerns the ‘study and exploration of human values, which enables us to identify the underlying
beliefs and values that influence our perceptions and interpretation of our life experiences, our
decisions and actions—to understand clearly why we do what we do’ (McArdle et al 2013 p.84). As a
teacher, | believe that children have a right to a broad and thorough education and that issues
surrounding wellbeing have an impact on their ability to receive this education. | believe that
professionals and researchers must create environments where children are able to express their
views and feelings authentically and that they should be taken seriously and influence policy and

practice. | fully endorse the UNCRC, as discussed earlier (see 1.2.4).

| view this topic through a constructivist lens; acknowledging the importance of social interactions
and their influence on a person’s understanding of the experiences they undergo (Burr 2015). | hold
a non-technological expectation of education; that it is not a machine-like system that is necessarily
input-output correlated (Biesta 2015) which links to my own social idealist ontology; the world
around us, and the ideas within it, are shaped by our experiences and the experiences of others
(Lewis-Beck et al. 2004) which is explored in detail in chapter three. The very notion of researching
mental health and wellbeing assumes interactional experiences from different perspectives and it is
those individual perspectives that | feel are most valuable when researching a topic of this nature.
Consequently, this research is of value in several spheres in its potential to enact positive change for
young people, and to inform policy and practice, as they prepare for, make and feel the effects of

the most challenging transition of their educational lives.
Summary

Exploring children’s perspective of their wellbeing during transition from primary school to
secondary school has a clear link to my professional context, which influenced the planning and
execution of this study. | was hopeful that the relationship between my professional positionality
and my study would have a positive impact on my practice and wider transition policy and practice,
whilst also adding credence to the study due to the acknowledgement that | have personal and
professional experience of the transition process. | have familiarity with the challenges students face
whilst transitioning from primary to secondary school and | passionately believe that | have a

responsibility in ensuring that the transition is as positive an experience as possible. Consequently, it
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was essential that | employed some reflexivity by considering how my professional positionality and
personal ideologies may shape the design and execution of this study (Dodgson 2019), whilst
remaining focussed on improving the provision for students undergoing transition and sharing any
relevant new knowledge with other practitioners. There are opportunities for further dissemination
of the findings of this research, which include other schools in the multi-academy trust (MAT) to
which my setting belongs, our county association of primary and secondary headteachers,

professional journals, and scholarly and pastoral journals.

1.3 Structure of this study

Chapter one sets out the foundations for this study, positioning it within the context of current
literature and exploring its relevance and purpose. The author is introduced, as is the ideological
perspective. The power relationships of teachers researching their students as an insider’s outsider

researcher are explored.

Chapter two begins with an explanation and justification of the search strategy before literature
pervasive in the fields of transition and children’s wellbeing is reviewed and gaps identified,

providing greater context for the current study.

Chapter three examines the interpretivist epistemological and relativist ontological positionings used
as a rationale for knowledge generation as part of a constructivist methodology. The methodological
paradigms of the study are explored, and data collection tools are justified. A refined method of

eliciting the voice of children is conceptualised as part of this chapter.

Chapter four expresses and analyses the findings of the study using Reflexive Thematic Analysis and
the presentation of four themes: Theme one: ‘An emotional journey’: Changing emotions during
transition, Theme two: ‘Perception is reality’: conceptualising secondary school, Theme three: ‘A
New normal’: The experiences of secondary school and Theme four: ‘A Helping hand’: Supporting
transition. The findings are analysed and linked to existing literature. Chapter five draws together
the key findings of this study in the context of the research questions and discusses implications for

practice and future research.
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1.4 COVID-19 statement

In 2019, the first case of coronavirus disease 2019 was identified in Wuhan, China. Two years of
global disruption followed as the world dealt with its rampant transmission, leading to a series of
national lockdowns across the United Kingdom, including the prolonged closure of school settings.
The pandemic is considered a global trauma that had, and has, significant effects on the mental
health of children (Mindel et al. 2022). This research does not deal directly with the impact of Covid-

19, though it is important to note that its impact is felt across participants in this research.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

Within this chapter | review the pervading literature in the field of primary to secondary school
transition in England. The concept of wellbeing and the impact this might have on children are also
explored and as this research aimed to prioritise the voice of the child, this is also explored within
each aspect of the review. In reviewing the literature, | identify gaps that have informed my research
guestions and research approach. This narrative literature review (Ferrari 2015) aims to
contextualise the research questions and place this research in the wider conversation. Ferrari
(2015) suggests that a narrative review debates and appraises current literature and is more suitable
than a systematic review when seeking focus and rationale for future research. Greenhalgh (2001)
explains that systematic literature reviews use selection criteria to identify literature that aims to
answer a question that:

needs to be defined very precisely, since the reviewer must make a dichotomous

(Yes/no) decision as to whether each potentially relevant paper will be included
(Greenhalgh 2001 p.124)

This review aims to explore existing literature in the fields of transition and children’s wellbeing to
generate an understanding of areas for future research, and reasons for pursuing them (Saracci et al.

2019) as opposed to answering a specific question by drawing together existing research.

The study School

The study school is an Ofsted rated ‘good’, comprehensive 11-16 setting, located in a rural area of
the South West of England. The school serves a wide and diverse catchment area and receives
children into Year 7 from twenty-five Primary school settings, many of which are small, rural village
schools. The school has above average numbers of children who have an identified Special
Educational Need, and of children who are considered disadvantaged by the government and are

therefore in receipt of pupil premium funding.
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2.1 Search Strategy

The amount of potentially relevant literature was very large, and | wanted to focus on qualitative
research in the field of education to make this review manageable. As | was intent on prioritising the
voice of the child, qualitative research was a sensible initial focus as qualitative enquiry by its nature
has the capacity to capture stories and experiences and prioritise voice. As will be discussed,
transition research is dominated by large scale quantitative studies, so the scope of the review was
broadened to include such studies as a way of gaining an understanding of the foundations upon

which this research sits.

During this literature review, | used the University of the West of England (UWE) library and google
scholar database searches to generate literature and followed lines of enquiry as the review
developed. | also reviewed government publications, particularly from the Departfig. 9ment for

Education (DfE), as well as publications from other sources such as mental health charities.

| began by reviewing articles relating to young people’s experiences during transition from primary
to secondary school, including the search terms ‘primary to secondary school transition/transfer’,
‘student perspectives of primary to secondary school transition/transfer’, ‘effects of primary to
secondary school transition/transfer’, and progressed to articles exploring their wellbeing during this
time; ‘wellbeing primary to secondary school transition/transfer’, ‘anxiety primary to secondary
school transition/transfer’. Before long | questioned what was meant by the term ‘wellbeing’, as
there was disparity in use of language, and spent time reviewing literature that explored this. As the
review developed, search terms evolved to include synonyms and terms that were present in the
literature that formed new lines of enquiry so to ensure a good level of rigour including ‘emotional
wellbeing’, ‘mental wellbeing’, ‘mental health’, ‘well-being', and ‘social wellbeing’. Despite a lack of
agreement on a shared definition it was appropriate to broaden the scope to include a wider range
of countries and global policymakers including the United Nations and World Health Organisation to
see how other nations had conceptualised wellbeing in children, as a way of gaining a wider

perspective.

With regard to searching transition literature, initially | felt it appropriate to focus on literature
concerning transition in England as this was most relevant to my context and governed by the same
ideologies and legislation in education policy. | was, however, surprised as | had expected more
substantive literature on transition in England, but this was not forthcoming with the last full scale

government review on transition conducted fifteen years ago (DfE 2008) and there was a distinct
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absence of the voice of the child. This was particularly surprising as transition is cited as one of the
most challenging parts of a young person’s educational journey (Hopwood et al. 2016) and a major
life event (Bagnall et al. 2022). Thus, | widened the scope of the literature on transition to include a
wider timeframe and literature from nations where the discourse around transition was more active,
notably Scotland, The Netherlands and Australia. This material related to education systems that are
not dissimilar to those in England, so had relevance and transferability to this study. Whilst children
transition school at different ages in other countries (Bharara 2020), some parity of experience has
been drawn by Zeedyk et al. (2003), suggesting that the concerns of transitioning English children

are like those in other countries.

An agreed and concise definition of wellbeing is elusive in research and professional practice (Tsuji et
al. 2023). | therefore begin the presentation of this review by exploring the wide variety of terms
associated with ‘wellbeing’ and reach a concise definition for use in this research. | begin here to
reach a working definition before exploring this concept in the context of transition. | then move on
to exploring children’s experience and perceptions of their own wellbeing before finishing this first

section by linking wellbeing to mental health and exploring associated policy.

The next section focusses more explicitly on transition, beginning by exploring what we mean by
‘“transition’ and how it can be bound in a timeframe and whether transition is an important event for
young people, before moving on to the effects of transition on wellbeing and academic outcomes
and how effective transition can be facilitated. The absence of transition in government policy is
then covered, as are potential reasons for this absence, and how policy and practice at a local level is
filling the gap. The scarcity of the child’s perspective in existing transition research is then explored

as is the notion of authenticity of the child’s voice.

2.2 ‘Emotional Wellbeing’ or ‘mental health’ or ‘mental wellbeing’? — Exploring terminology

Throughout the literature there are many terms used interchangeably that are associated with the
notion of wellbeing, including ‘mental health’ (Herrman et al. 2005), ‘mental wellbeing’ (Woodward
2012), ‘social and emotional wellbeing’ (Lester and Cross 2015), ‘welfare’ (Van der Daijl 2020) and
‘emotional wellbeing’ (Qi and Wu 2020). This raised the importance of concisely framing what is

meant by wellbeing and its positioning as part of this research. Different perspectives of wellbeing
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are explored to ensure appropriate literature is reviewed, to design an effective study and make

recommendations at the conclusion of this research that are fit for purpose.

Jarden and Roache (2023) highlight the lack of a shared understanding of wellbeing and how this can
be a challenge when attempting discourse around the concept. Clear definitions are thought by
some to be impossible to gain as wellbeing encompasses all aspects of a person’s life (McNaught
cited in Parnham (2017)). Indeed, wellbeing holds a different relevance and meaning across different
cultures (e.g. Shakespeare et al. 2020; Hickey 2021) and ages (discussed later in this chapter) and
concerns the ontological assessment of individual people (Wellard and Secker 2017). Whilst
acknowledging this, Simons and Baldwin (2021) highlight the need for an operational definition to
provide some consistency and transferability of understanding so that researchers are working to a

shared goal. They suggest the following definition:

Wellbeing is a state of positive feelings and meeting full potential in the world.
(Simons and Baldwin 2021 p.990).

A heavy focus on emotions and feelings is appropriate when considering the wellbeing of children
whose emotions must be understood by researchers to adequately meet their psychological needs

(Mondragon et al. 2021).

The Royal Society (Cited in Clarke et al. 2011), the independent scientific academy of the UK,

acknowledges the individual and community perspectives, arguing that wellbeing is:

a positive and sustainable mental state that allows individuals, groups and nations

to thrive and flourish. (Clarke et al. 2011 p2)

This is a definition that bears resemblance to that put forward by the Department for Education
(2022a), who acknowledge there are many and varied definitions of wellbeing, offering their
positioning as part of a report on children’s and young people's wellbeing, adding more synonyms

into the conversation:
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[wellbeing is] ‘how we’re doing’ as individuals, communities and as a nation, and
how sustainable that is for the future. It is sometimes referred to as social welfare or
social value” (DfE 2022a p.32).

The characterisation of wellbeing as ‘how we’re doing’ adds little to the conversation, particularly as
there is no elaboration as to which aspect of an individual’s life this might be referring and the use
of the phrase ‘social value’, one ‘ambiguous to define and slippery to measure’ (Barman 2016 p.6), is
a curious one in this context, suggesting equating the state of one’s wellbeing with one’s intrinsic
value in society. Whilst | would not challenge the duty of all to contribute positively to society, the
use of ‘social value’ in this primer definition moves wellbeing away from the individual and towards
the impact this can have on the nation, as different from other definitions. One would hope that the
DfE, whilst having strategic national oversight of education, would keep the child at the centre of its

publications and intent.

Despite the DfE (2021) acknowledging the relevance of wellbeing as a method of encouraging
sustainable wellness in a community and referencing its importance as part of UN sustainable
development goals, the latest outcome delivery plan for education (DfE 2021) is remarkably quiet on
the subject. It instead positions education as a method of addressing the post-pandemic economic
shortfall by levelling up to increase outcomes and reduce unemployment. The Covid-19 pandemic
meant that schools were intermittently closed to students between March 2020 and March 2021,
leading to missed learning and a subsequent drop in employment (Office for National Statistics
(ONS) 2023) alongside significant effects on children’s mental health (Cowie and Myers 2020) which
are not strategised in this publication. Demonstrably, the United Kingdom Government has
prioritised the resurgence of the national economy through employment and educational outcomes
(e.g. DfE 2021, DfE 2023c, DfE 2023d) whilst emphasising the responsibility of schools to lead in
managing the growing mental health crisis in young people across the United Kingdom (e.g. DfE
2022b, DfE 2023g, DfE 2023h). Nurse and Sykes (2023) argue that the UK government’s political
focus from 2019 was turned to narrowing the wealth gap that exists between Northern and
Southern regions in England, following the referendum and subsequent leaving of the European
Union in 2016. Alongside this, there has been significant and rapid changes in educational leadership
at national level with the postholder of Secretary of State for Education changing eight times
between 2016 and 2022 under six Prime Ministers. This level of uncertainty regarding economic
stability and political leadership, amplified by the Covid-19 pandemic (Banks et al. 2020), has led to a

policy focus on rebuilding the UK economy. Funding for schools has decreased in real terms since
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2010 (Education Policy Institute 2022) meaning that schools are less resourced to meet the
increasing responsibilities of supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing placed on them by

central government (Birch et al. 2020) whilst policy inaction and inadequate funding exists.

The Department for Education refers to individuals and communities as part of the definition of
wellbeing, which points us to consider the general wellbeing of school communities, including its
adult members. Harding et al. (2019) discuss the relationship between teacher mental health and
that of their students, suggesting that poor teacher mental health may negatively impact the
relationships teachers hold with students, a protective factor in transition, in turn affecting student
mental health. With a significant reported decline in the mental health of teaching staff (e.g. Salinas-
Falquez et al. 2022 and Kim et al. 2022), which is often work-related (Evans et al. 2022), alongside
the known mental health crisis for young people, there is an alarming lack of action from the DfE in
this regard, despite the DfE acknowledging that there is ‘more work to do’ to tackle teacher
workload and its impact on teacher wellbeing (DfE 2019 p.14). The characterisation of wellbeing as
‘how we're doing’, does not serve to acknowledge the multi-facetted perspectives of wellbeing,

discussed hereafter.

Dodge et al. (2012) acknowledge the decades-long battle of defining wellbeing in research. They cite
challenges with existing definitions in that they are too blurred and broad, or too complex, and are
therefore not accessible outside of academia. To address this, they put forward a definition that
positions wellbeing as a balance between the challenges individuals comes across in their lives and

the resources that they can draw upon to manage them. This is illustrated in figure 2. below:

Resources Challenges
Psychological Wellb eing Psychological
Social Social
Physical Physical

/N

Fig. 2. A model of wellbeing (Dodge et al. 2012)
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This conceptualisation essentially emphasises the significance of emotional resilience on positive
wellbeing, a position also held by Hewson (2021), particularly with regard to the wellbeing of young
people. Horner (2016 p.384) defines resilience as ‘an interactive concept to describe the
combination of serious risk experiences and a relatively positive psychological outcome despite
those experiences’ and suggests that levels of resilience in children can be positively affected by
their character and positive relationships, and safe, quality schools. Wasty (2022) challenges this
notion of resilience, arguing that it relies on the removal of a perceived stress to be a valuable
protective factor, and that relying on resilience to navigate challenging experiences is flawed i.e.,
resilience means bouncing back after adversity, not during. Despite this, the notion of resilience as a
protective factor to wellbeing is mirrored in the policy discourse of government as they call upon
schools to promote children’s mental health through the development of resilience (Brown and Shay
2021). The transition to secondary school can lead to a deficit of the factors that affect resilience
(see 2.10), therefore how a child copes with low self-esteem, changing relationships and a new
school is likely to have an impact on their levels of resilience and overall wellbeing during, and after,

the transition period.

Barkham et al. (2019) mirror the position of Dodge et al. (2012) and argue that wellbeing relates to
positive feelings about oneself, and the resilience and personal resources to deal with the challenges
of life. Mental health, they argue, is a separate and unconnected entity describing the presence of
specific and significant issues that have a negative impact on a person who does not have the inner
capacity to manage these experiences. The resource pool that a person possesses to deal with
challenges presented to them normally grows with time and experience, highlighting that children
and young people are more likely to be significantly affected by challenges than adults due to a
shallower resource pool. Schools undertake a work to equip children to meet these challenges by
supporting students to develop qualities such as resilience and problem-solving that are promised to

be invaluable in times of challenge.

2.3 Theoretical Perspectives of wellbeing

McAllister (2005, cited in Tisdall 2015) attempted to draw consensus across the divergent wellbeing
literature, concluding that it has both subjective and objective dimensions. Watson et al (2012)
discuss objectivist and subjectivist positioning within theories of wellbeing, citing the differences

between human experiences and perceptions, and defining what constitutes a positive and negative
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impact on wellbeing as a result. This perspective is also explored by Williams (2021) who
differentiates between Hedonism, Eudaimonic and Social aspects of wellbeing, which is discussed
below to gain a deeper understanding, and work towards a working definition of wellbeing for this

research.

2.3.1 Subjectivist theories of wellbeing

Subjectivist theories of wellbeing acknowledge that a person’s wellbeing is dependent on their own
attitudes such as desiring, liking, valuing and finding attractive or compelling (Konigs 2022), placing
wellbeing within a person’s preferences and individual desires, meaning that a person’s wellbeing is
a unique notion affected by personal responses to experiences. Literature pertaining to children’s
wellbeing is dominated by subjective measurements (e.g. Cho and Yu 2020; Shou et al. 2022) and so
| wanted to review literature concerning subjectivist theories of wellbeing to explore why this might
be, and to gain a deeper understanding of wellbeing from this perspective. The subjective

positionings of Hedonism and Desire-satisfaction are explored below.

Hedonism

The Hedonist perspective, perhaps the most intuitive of wellbeing theories (Mendola 2006 ; Adler
and Fleurbaey 2016), equates wellbeing with pleasure, arguing that individual achievements,
experiences and relationships are irrelevant other than that insofar as they provide pleasure to a
person. It is this pleasure, or conversely pain, irrespective of how it is achieved, that has an impact
on our wellbeing (Goldman 2018). Wellbeing from this standpoint is considered experiential in that
it is dependent on, not only the individual experiences of a person, but their attitude towards those
experiences; for an activity to have a positive impact on wellbeing, a person must positively engage
with it. This challenges some aspects of objective list theories of wellbeing, explored later in this
section. A Hedonist approach argues that a person’s sense of wellbeing is dictated by the balance of
pleasure and pain in their lives (Van der Deijl 2021). Perhaps illustrative of life of the general
population in 21t Century Britain, unrestrained pleasure-seeking, or radical hedonism (Orsolya
2021), can often couple with a lack of sense of social responsibility or connectedness, and a

tendency towards over-indulgence that can negatively affect wellbeing in the long-term.
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Desire-Satisfaction

A Desire-Satisfaction perspective argues that when a person’s desires are met, this is an indicator to
them that their life is going well which has a positive effect on their wellbeing (Goldman 2018).
There are, however, many examples given to suggest that a person’s intrinsic wellbeing - things that
are desirable in and of themselves - may be prioritised at the risk of their instrumental wellbeing -
things that lead to greater wellbeing in the future (e.g. Van der Deijl 2021). For example, a young
person may choose to play on their games console in place of going to school. Whilst this may satisfy
their intrinsic desires, and so have a positive impact on their short-term wellbeing, they have made a
decision that is likely to negatively affect their potential to satisfy their future desires (e.g. Own a
home and car, employment they enjoy and that pays well), therefore casting doubt on the security
of future wellbeing. This highlights that young people may be more motivated by and engaged with
their short-term wellbeing and find it more challenging to appreciate the instrumental impact of

some activities known to improve wellbeing.

2.3.2 Objectivist theory of wellbeing

Engagement with sport (Bloodworth et al. 2011), enjoying a Mediterranean diet (Moreno-Agnostina
et al. 2018) along with good quality sleep and a sense of purpose (Chow 2020) are all known to
contribute positively to our wellbeing. This can challenge the subjectivist theories of wellbeing that
state we should follow our personal desires to improve our wellbeing. There are people for whom
engaging with sport would bring back painful memories of PE in school, despite acknowledging the
positive impact of exercise on wellbeing, and others who are immovable from the intrinsic wellbeing
value of a diet of junk food, despite acknowledging it can have a negative impact on their
instrumental wellbeing. Objectivist theories of wellbeing acknowledge that human beings,

sometimes, do not know what is best for them and provide a checklist.

Eudaimonism and perfectionism

Rooted in the musings of Aristotle, eudaimonism theories propose that there are objective needs
that, when met, are conducive to optimal human development and growth (McMahan and Estes
2010). There is disagreement amongst objective list theorists with regards to what should feature on

the supposedly definitive list of human development and wellbeing (Lauinger 2012) as, dependent
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on an individual’s cultural and social context, different capabilities will be relevant in reaching
optimum development within that social arena. There is much literature on the effects of yoga and
aerobic exercise (Welford et al. 2022; Al-Johani 2022), engaging with nature (Baur 2020),
mindfulness intervention (Fazia et al. 2021) and Diet (Moreno-Agostino et al. 2018) on wellbeing.
Engagement with these activities is widely recognised as having a positive impact on mood and
wellbeing and have become a source of focus in modern society, supporting the objective
eudaimonic position. Whilst aspects of this literature are driven by the and sports and leisure
industries (e.g. tourism (Smith and Diekmann 2017), the veracity of the activities above to protect
wellbeing is condoned by public health research (e.g. Wang and Lin), World Health Organisation
(WHO 2022) and National Health Service (NHS 2022). Children are more likely make choices that
positively impact their intrinsic wellbeing, so may find it more challenging to engage with an
objective wellbeing position. For example, Grubliauskiene et al. (2012) found that children could
only be meaningfully encouraged to make healthier food choices when given rewards that
adequately fulfilled their intrinsic, subjective wellbeing (e.g. a chance to play games and receive
positive praise and applause from adults) underlining the notion that a child’s wellbeing, at least in
the short term, is more dependent on subjective influences. This is an important consideration for
professionals working with children and adolescents when deploying wellbeing interventions that

rely on objective interventions.

Perfectionism sits alongside eudaimonism but extends the theory further arguing that only
capacities that can be developed should be, advocating for an efficient and personal approach to
improving wellbeing, as an objective list theory (Goldman 2018). This seems to refine the
eudaimonistic perspective, suggesting a selection of the most appropriate activities or processes

relevant to an individual person, despite their personal desires.

This raises the question of a child’s ability to engage with objective ‘wellbeing activities’, such as
those outlined above, if it is not something that inherently interests them. An adult can perceive
their wellbeing as a blend of subjectivity and objectivity, but later | argue that a child has a more
hedonistic, subjective perception, meaning it is likely that we will gain more of an insight through

this lens. This is explored later in this chapter.
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Theory of wellbeing conceptualisation from McMahan and Estes (2010); Goldman (2018)

Objective list theories

Subjective

Eudaimonism

Perfectionism

Hedonism

Desire-satisfaction

Objective needs
rooted in human
nature and conducive

to human growth.

Focus on what is
needed to maximise
and fully develop

mental, rational,

Pursuit of pleasure

Pleasure = wellbeing

Avoidance of negative

Satisfying desires
When desires are
fulfilled, a person’s life

is going well.

Realisation of one’s physical and social experience

true potential. capabilities.
Contributing positively

to the lives of others.

Table 1. Theory of wellbeing conceptualisation (McMahan and Estes (2010); Goldman (2018)

There is evidence to suggest that the experience of hedonistic pleasure can positively impact on
wellbeing in the short term, whereas the effects of Eudaimonist activity can last longer (McMahan
and Estes 2010). | am sure we can all relate to the mental battle between the intrinsic pleasure from
a chocolate bar and the instrumental benefit of exercising, which may account for motivational
issues with children engaging with Eudaimonist activity. Western and Tomaszewski (2016) argue
that it is likely that a person’s conceptualisation of their wellbeing may draw on both aspects;
objectivism and subjectivism and, indeed, there are strong links between the two. Feelings of stress
and anxiety during the transition from primary school to secondary school may have greater
significance for a child’s long-term wellbeing when considering the link between subjective and

objective aspects of wellbeing as put forward by Western and Tomaszewski (2016).

2.3.3 Models of wellbeing

In an attempt to provide workable conceptualisations of wellbeing that have practical applications,
many scholars have attempted to make sense of this widely contested landscape by developing
models of wellbeing. Due to the intention of universal application, the models discussed approach
wellbeing from an objective perspective, though the objective aims can be reached by subjective

means as is explored.
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2.3.3.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Abraham Maslow’s theory is one of the most enduring and widely cited theories of human
motivation (Abulof 2017) and continues to be used as a framework to understand young people’s
state of mental health and wellbeing (Crandall et al. 2019). Maslow theorised that humans are
driven by a motivation to have their needs met and there is a hierarchy to those needs outlined in fig
3. The consideration of Maslow’s hierarchy is valid here, in its potential for analysing the effects of
transition on the wellbeing of young people; offering a way of linking subjective wellbeing, and my

conversants’ perspectives, to an accepted model of measuring mental health and wellbeing.

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs is based on the premise that a person cannot access a level of
need until the preceding levels have been fulfilled. It begins with physiological needs, such as food
and shelter, before rising to the higher levels illustrated below, with a person unable to advance
until the needs of each preceding level are met. According to Mathias et al. (2018), the worries
children have before and during transition are centred around social hurdles; the fear of bullying,
and the ability to make new friends and being able to ‘fit in’. When considering Maslow, three out of
the five levels (Safety and security, love and belonging and self-esteem) are concerned with our
sense of self and how people view us, linking to the pre-transition perception of ‘not fitting in’,
worrying about friendships and gaining and maintaining the respect of others, aligning clearly with

this model.
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self-
actualization
morality, creativity,

spontaneity, acceptance,
experience purpose,
meaning and inner potential

self-esteem
confidence, achievemnent, respect of others,

the need to be a unique individual

love and belonging
friendship, family, intimacy, sense of connection
safety and security
health, employment, property, family and social stability

physiological needs
breathing, food, water, shelter, clothing, sleep

Fig 3. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow 1943)

Whilst Maslow’s hierarchy of needs was not designed as an educational model of wellbeing, it has
been used as a lens through which to explore issues in education including; improving
underperforming schools (Fisher and Crawford 2020), developing school meal programmes
(Tikkanen 2009) and motivating children to excel through ranking systems (Parhan et al. 2020) in an
attempt to keep children at the centre of research, with Fisher and Crawford (2020) suggesting a
‘Maslow’s hierarchy to support struggling schools’ (fig. 4.) that centres around the needs of children

through the lens of their school experience.

‘Actualisation

Esteem: recognition of
work, rewards for
attendance, school titles,

Love: emphasis on teams, sports, and
support in educational endeavours

Safety: feeling safe while at school and events,
involvement of parents and community

Physiological: food and supplies for students, resources for teachers

Fig 4. ‘Maslow’s hierarchy to support struggling schools (Fisher and Crawford 2020).
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Fisher and Crawford (2020) have applied the dimensions of Maslow’s hierarchy to have more
relevance in an educational setting. Their conceptualisation of Safety, love and Esteem align with my
own professional positionality through the questions ‘Am | safe?’, ‘Am | Valued?’ and ‘Am | Happy?’

which | have seen to lead to educational success when a child can answer positively.

Whilst Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is useful lens through which to explore the aspects of life that
can contribute to a person’s wellbeing, various criticisms have been levelled at this theory, not least
that it is too broad a theory of human development rather than a description of motivations leading
to positive wellbeing (Arnolds and Boshoff 2002). Whilst the different dimensions related to my
personal values, my professional experience has demonstrated that, for example, a child’s feelings of
love and belonging can be developed in a school setting, despite an unstable family environment
(which relates to a lower dimension). | therefore questioned Maslow’s assertion that needs must be
met in order, beginning at the bottom of the model which led me to exploring variations of this
model, particularly Alderfer’s Existence, Relatedness and Growth (ERG) model which is explored in

the next section.

2.3.3.2 Alderfer’s ERG model

Alderfer (1969, cited in Pichere 2015) argued for a more succinct model, which he presented as the
ERG model. In contrast to Maslow, Alderfer’s model does not suggest a hierarchy of needs, rather
humans can attempt to achieve needs on different levels at the same time (El-Desoky et al. 2023)
allowing for a holistic theorisation of wellbeing. | preferred this model as it addressed the concerns |
had with Maslow’s model, that dimensions must be dealt with in order, and aligned more clearly
professional experiences and observations of working with children and supporting their mental
health and wellbeing. Figure 5 is my illustration of the relationship between Alderfer’s model and

Maslow’s model.
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actualisation

Self - Growth

Esteem

/ Love and Belonging Relatedness \

Safety and Security

Existence

Physiological

Maslow’s needs categories Alderfer’s needs categories

Fig. 5. The relationship between Maslow’s and Alderfer’s ERG model

When relating Maslow’s, and by extension Alderfer’s, model to the objective and subjective theories
of wellbeing discussed earlier, an alignment can be drawn. Maslow clearly purports an objective list
approach to his theory, arguing that each person meeting the needs they have can enjoy an
improvement to their wellbeing. | argue that whilst these needs are objective, they can be met by
subjective means, dependent on the attitudes and context of the individual. Maslow’s belonging
(Alderfer’s relatedness) is objectively important, but not all individuals would have this need met
with the same circumstances. For example, some young people may have this need met at home
with their family (Biehal 2014), whereas others may have as part of their school community (Renick
and Reich 2020), others from interactions online (Delahunty et al. 2013), or as part of a gaming
community (O’Connor et al 2015) depending on their interests, circumstances and social

competence.

2.4 - The child’s perspective of wellbeing

The notion of children’s wellbeing must be considered as distinct from that of adults. They are at
very different points of physical, emotional and social development, generally have less agency over
their lives, and social expectations mean adults make decision about and for them (Schapiro 1999).
Adults and children have differing approaches to decision making (Prabhakar et al. 2018), task
completion (Liquin and Gopnik 2022) and, of course, have different social contexts to navigate,

particularly during the transition to secondary school, and to adolescence. The understanding of the
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social positioning of children and a desire to afford them more agency has developed since 1989
(e.g. Devine and Cockburn 2018), but in order to gain valuable insights into the lives of children, it is
important that they are considered distinct from adults so that research and intervention is fit for

purpose.

2.4.1 Mental health and wellbeing at adolescence

Poor mental health in children has reached an all-time high (Martineau and Bakopoulou 2023), with
adolescence cited as a period of particular concern (Caravajal-Velez et al. 2023). Whilst each child
will reach adolescence at different times and respond individually, Shute and Slee (2015 p.14) argue
that much developmental psychology 'concerns the search for general principles’ and that sufficient
similarities exist for this to be valid. Adolescence is the period bridging childhood and adulthood,
generally accepted as the period between ten and twenty-four years of age (Crone and Fuligni 2020),
with early adolescence aligning with the time of transition to secondary school. A time of changing
hormones, social awareness, the brain and the mind (Blakemore 2019), adolescence is a challenging
time as young people become more aware of their social positioning and establish their place in
society. At a time when they are striving for parental independence and social acceptance in peer
groups, adolescence can be a vulnerable time for a person's mental health and wellbeing, with Yoon
et al. (2022) finding that young people are more likely to experience mental health problems and
negative wellbeing as they transition through adolescence. Patalay and Fitzsimons (2018) underline
this with their findings that wellbeing stability is weak between the ages of eleven and fourteen.
Indeed, Thapar et al. (2012) note that levels of depression in childhood are negligible across the
population but rise significantly in adolescence due partially to changes in the brain, with females
more likely to suffer than males. The co-currence of transition to secondary school and the onset of
puberty can contribute to risks of negative psychological functioning, with girls’ risk higher due to
the earlier onset of puberty (Gniewosz and Gniewosz 2019). Positive relationships with school staff
and family have been evidenced to be protective factors to poor mental health and wellbeing during
adolescence (Horner 2016), which is particularly relevant in the context of this study. As with other
areas of this literature review, the adolescent voice appears to lack amplification in the research
landscape, with researchers electing for use of questionnaires and large samples to investigate the
notion of mental health and wellbeing in young people (e.g. Ciarrochi et al. 2017, Pigaiani et al.

2020, Redmond et al. 2018). This is explored further in the next section.
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2.4.2 The child’s perspective of wellbeing

Qualitative research is effective in facilitating the voice of the child in permeating the research
landscape as part of a child-centred enquiry (Clark 2011), but there is an imbalance in the research
community with researchers often choosing quantitative research and analysis approaches to
observe trends in group data (Grover 2004). The literature reviewed in this chapter affirms this
stance continues nearly two decades later, with many researchers and reviewers opting for large
sample sizes to generate data that is analysed quantitatively. Lloyd and Emerson (2017) state that
children’s own experiences and voices are missing in research pertaining to their wellbeing. This
notion was underlined in a 2020 systematic literature review of primary-secondary transition by
Jindal-Snape et al. (2020 p.559), who found that ‘there was a lack of studies collecting data from
pupils and all other stakeholders’ and that this should be a focus for future studies. It is widely
acknowledged that children’s experiences of life differ significantly from those of adults (e.g.Ceballos
and Susinos 2022). Indeed, research with children must be carefully considered to be ethically
responsible and respectful, but also purposeful and relevant, considering phases of development
(McLeod 2008). In deference with this, | below explore the potential differences of objective and

subjective wellbeing in adults compared with children.

Cormier and Rossi (2019) conducted a review of ‘generalism’ — the notion that children have the
same wellbeing experience as adults. They noted that many authors ignore the potential difference
completely, making no reference to any distinction between adult and child wellbeing. Following a
review and dismissal of two arguments against generalism, the authors put forward their case in its
favour. They argue against the suggestion that children’s wellbeing is weighted more to hedonism,
and adults to the ‘higher level’ capacities of objectivity. Their view on this seems to rely on the
impression that a subjective and objective positioning of wellbeing cannot co-exist. We know,
however, that this is contested by McMahan and Estes (2010) meaning that both should be

considered as part of this research approach.

Cormier and Rossi argue in favour of generalism partly because they discredit the notion that the
standards of a person’s wellbeing change at a particular point. They allude to the binary
presentation that for generalism to not be credible, we would need to be able to measure a distinct
point where the hedonistic tendencies of a child switch to the objective positioning of an adult. As
previously argued, | propose that each person’s wellbeing is a culmination of subjective and
objective factors that vary from person to person. My positioning advocates that there is not

‘moment of change’ and that the standards of a person’s wellbeing shifts along a spectrum, leaning
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more towards subjectivity in childhood, and more toward objectivity in adulthood with many

variances in the exact make up for a person.

Despite Cormier and Rossi’s claims, several studies allude to some differential of experience, such as
Brummet and Reed (2019) treat both groups separately during their discussion and methods,
acknowledging that children and adults can be affected differently by gentrification, with an
emphasis on access to opportunities for children and improved wellbeing for adults. This is also true
of Achterberg et al.’s (2021) study into the wellbeing of parents and children following COVID-19
lockdowns, which highlights different areas of challenge, and different perceptions of a shared
experience, giving greater insight into the difference of wellbeing at different ages and providing
greater visibility of children in research. This clear differentiation of treatment highlighted the
importance of ensuring that my research design considered the wellbeing of children to be unique to
their stage of development, ensuring it was child-centred to capture their heterogeneous

perspective (see 3.3.2.8).

2.5 Policy context of Children’s Mental Health and Wellbeing

The World Health Organisation (WHO 2022) released a global strategy for mental health,
highlighting the links between poor mental health and access to, and ability to receive, a high-quality
education. The report found interesting links not only between mental health and education but
between education and mental health, suggesting that positive engagement with education can, in
and of itself, can be beneficial in protecting against poor mental health. The phrase ‘mental health’ is
used 2, 671 times in the 296-page document, the term ‘wellbeing’ is used three times in the body of
the report and there is no presence of other synonyms explored in chapter 2.2. Here, too, there is
an uncertainty around working definitions of ‘mental health’ and ‘wellbeing’, noticeable in the
opening paragraph of chapter 2 of the document as terms are used interchangeably and there is an
attempt to ‘cover all bases’ with a lack of clarity and specificity that is reflected in other publications

that | have discussed:
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Mental health is an integral part of our general health and well-being and a basic
human right. Having good mental health means we are better able to connect,
function, cope and thrive. Mental health exists on a complex continuum, with

experience ranging from an optimal state of well-being to debilitating states of great
suffering and emotional pain. People with mental health conditions are more likely
to experience lower levels of mental well-being but this is not always or necessarily
the case. (WHO 2022 p.xiv)

Brown and Carr (2019) discuss the policy response to the prevalence of mental ill health in young
people of school age. Although governmental discourse surrounding mental health has seemingly
sought to be proactive in highlighting those children within educational settings and enacting policy
changes to include topics such as mental health within the curriculum, they argue that schools
themselves, whilst an effective setting to identify and support students with poor mental health, are
actually contributing to mental iliness due to the stress and anxiety children experience when faced
with test-taking and the impacts of test outcomes on self-esteem; the result of a government who
sees improving mental health and wellbeing a means to the end of better academic attainment (DfE

2022b).

McLeod (2014) tell us that ‘Students need to feel emotionally and physically safe and accepted
within the classroom to progress and reach their full potential’ but, despite these concerns, there
seems to be little response from the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted), whose 2022-27
strategy has little mention of mental health or wellbeing (Ofsted 2022). Despite pledging that
wellbeing would be at the heart of education policy (DfE 2021b), the Department for Education Plan
for 2021-22, similarly offers no real insight into tangible support for the mental health and/or
wellbeing of young people (DfE 2021), which highlights the lack of authentic focus or importance
placed on these issues. The DfE Guidance document (2022b) ‘Promoting and supporting mental
health and wellbeing in schools and colleges’ offers modest promise, mandating a Senior Mental

Health Lead for each setting by 2025, inclusion of Mental Health education as part of Relationships,
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Sex and Health Education (RSHE) and the introduction of 500 Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTSs)
to work across the 32,644 schools and colleges in England and Wales (DfE 2022). This casts doubt on
the governmental response which would see each MHST responsible for over 65 schools with no
firm commitment to funding of existing children’s mental health services. The 2023 release of
‘Summary of responsibilities where a mental health issue is affecting attendance’ (DfE 2023g) and
the change of language from ‘Emotionally based School Refusal’ to ‘Avoidance’ suggests that the DfE
are, in reviewing the language around this debate, more carefully considering the mental health and
wellbeing of school age children. However, the withdrawal of the government’s ten-year strategy for

mental health in 2023 might suggest otherwise (lacobucci 2023).

Young Minds, a children’s mental health charity who aim to support young people with mental
health issues, demonstrates that one in six young people aged five to sixteen in the UK are identified
as having a probable mental health deficit, with 90,789 young people being referred to a mental
health service in March 2022 alone (Young Minds 2022). Zifkin at al. (2021) acknowledge that access
to mental health services for young people remains a challenge, with most children who come in to
contact with Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAHMS) doing so after suffering
symptoms of mental ill health for years before being referred (Hansen et al. 2021). As agencies are
put under more pressure (Ludlow et al. 2020) to provide support for an ever-increasing number of
young people (Children’s Commissioner 2022), the threshold for support rises meaning young
people are waiting longer before receiving specialist mental health support (Semovski et al. 2021).
One of Gloucestershire’s most relied on children’s mental health charities, Teens in Crisis, receives
no government funding to provide tier three counselling services to young people (Teens in Crisis
2020) as they wait for mental health intervention from CAMHS. Mental Health charities across the
country are attempting to bridge the gap between the top and bottom of the NHS waiting lists. This

adds importance to the need to research this more intently at a micro-level; the mental health and
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wellbeing of young people will be a focus for some time. Waiting list times for TIC+ are around 6

months, for CAMHS 30 months, at the time of writing.

2.6 A working definition of wellbeing

There is an apparent tentativeness in policy writers around defining mental health and wellbeing as
they struggle with what precisely it is (and is not). This could be related to a laissez-faire approach of
government, a non-interference model where institutions do as they wish to solve issues (Rassa and
Emeagwali 2020), and a reticence to set a specific requirements which would require additional
resources. The challenge of reaching clear and concise definitions is an important one to explore if
society aims to improve the mental health of its population in a purposeful and sustainable way, as
suggested by the WHO (WHO 2020) and United Kingdom government (DfE 2022a), centered around

a shared understanding of the concept.

The above literature highlights an increasing national and global mental health and wellbeing crisis
that is challenging to analyse, not least due to the lack of agreement on, or consistent us of, terms
and definitions. Many measures of mental health and wellbeing are based on the presence of
diagnosed mental health disorders (e.g. Chase et al. 2016) or the large-scale quantitative
measurement of symptoms of what is considered poor mental health and wellbeing (e.g. Bu et al.
2021) which is removed from generating the co-constructed voice of the individual (see 2.13). The
governmental response continues to be focused on economic growth, seeing any improvement to
wellbeing or mental health as means to an academic and economic end. Research completed on
wellbeing and mental health tends to be quantitative in nature, measuring national changes in
societal mental health as opposed to highlighting individual stories, meaning the explicit voices of

children not amplified in the literature. There is a clear link between wellbeing and outcomes, both
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academic and otherwise, which highlights the need for research into children’s perspective of
wellbeing during the transition from Primary to Secondary school. To set the parameters of

children’s wellbeing, as situated in this research, the following definition and model will be used:

Wellbeing — Children’s perception of their mood and emotions, and their level of skill to manage

adversity.

This definition aligns with a hedonistic positioning of wellbeing, one we know that children
empathise with more readily. It also positions the child’s voice at the centre of the subjective
analysis of emotion and mood, offering agency. An objective list approach to wellbeing would not be
appropriate for this research as | am interested in the child’s perspective of their wellbeing. As has
been explored, an all-encompassing definition of wellbeing eludes the research community and

policymakers, therefore the working definition offered here is subject to the following caveats:

1) Wellbeing is a unique and personal notion and events affect different people in different
ways, so their perspectives must be central.

2) Wellbeing can be influenced by a combination of objective and subjective factors. As
discussed, it can be more helpful to explore children’s wellbeing through a subjective lens.

3) Skills necessary to navigate adversity develop with age and experience.

2.7 Conceptualising wellbeing as a part of wider mental health

The literature so far considers wellbeing to be a part of mental health, so | wanted to explore how
the two may interact, or how wellbeing can impact on mental health as a way of understanding it
further. Poor mental health is a term used in this section to encapsulate diagnosable conditions,
such as depression, suicidality or eating disorders, that require intervention from a professional for

relief (Scott 2023).
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have a significant effect on a person’s mental health
(McCutchen et al. 2022) and it is widely supported that these same experiences have a significant
impact on Adult Mental Health (e.g. Ponting et al. 2023). ACEs are termed as such because a child
experiencing these things are at a point of their development where these experiences may have a
more significant impact than if they were older (Park et al. 2022). This is not to say that these same
experiences would not have significant effects on the adult but emphasises that children and adults
experience life events in different ways. Here | theorise that poor wellbeing, when left unmanaged,
can lead to poor mental health as can, what | term, Adverse Human Experiences (AHEs). Stress
(Ciuhan et al. 2022), poor sleep (Chow 2020 and Ahmad et al. 2020), disruption to routines (e.g.
Woodford and Bussey 2021), emotional exhaustion (Lee et al. 2022) and poor emotional resilience
(McKay et al. 2020 and, Zarobe and Bungay 2017) can all have a negative impact on a person’s
wellbeing which can have an impact on wider mental health (Agteren and lasiello 2021 and Burns et

al. 2022). I would like to offer a conceptualisation of this notion, illustrated in fig 6.

Poor Wellbeing Adverse Human Experiences (AHEs) — McCutchen (2022)

Stress .
Abuse Household Dysfunction

Emotional resilience Neglect . .
Verbal Witnessed Domestic Violence
Emotional
Physical Separation or Divorce in the household
Physical
Sexual Alcoholic household member

Poor Sleep
Disruption to routines
Emotional Exhaustion

Negative emotions

When left
unmanaged
can lead to

When left
unmanaged
can lead to

Poor Mental Health

(Fig. 6 — My conceptualisation of contributory factors to poor mental health.)
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| propose that negative experiences and emotions that are temporary and can be remedied and
navigated (e.g. stress, poor sleep, periods of change etc.) come under the umbrella of poor
wellbeing which, if left unmanaged, can have an impact on wider mental health. Vulnerabilities to
poor mental health can be linked to sustained deficit of resilience (Bhugra and Till 2013) that affects
a person’s ability to cope with poor wellbeing and can be a stimulus for poor wellbeing in and of
itself. Stress in the workplace, for example, is not uncommon and can have an impact on the
wellbeing of the workforce (e.g. Lagrosen and Lagrosen 2022). Stress can be managed through
exercise (Coulter et al. 2009), diet (Soltani et al. 2018) and mindfulness (Werdani 2017) but this can
become more challenging when other aspects of a person’s wellbeing become compromised. A
stressed person who experiences poor sleep and who is emotionally exhausted is more likely to
experience a deterioration in their overall mental health (Azza et al. 2020 and Dinsuhaimi et al.
2022). It can be considered, therefore, that stimuli for poor mental health can be grouped into AHEs
and Poor Wellbeing. Poor mental health and childhood trauma, in turn, can affect a person’s ability
to be resilient to experiences of poor wellbeing later in life (Pasha-Zaidi et al. 2020). This is illustrated

in figure 7:

Adverse Human
Experiences (AHEs)

If left unmanaged can lead to

Poor wellbeing Poor Mental Health

Affects ability to cope with

Fig 7. Interaction between Wellbeing, Mental Health and Adverse Human Experiences (AHEs)
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It is therefore clear to see that wellbeing can have a direct impact on wider mental health, and that
mental health can have an impact on wellbeing. This confirms the importance of examining and
making recommendations for young people’s wellbeing whilst transitioning from Primary to

Secondary School to protect their wider mental health during this potentially vulnerable time.

2.8 Transition — Exploring terminology

Within the context of this research ‘Transition’ is assumed to mean the movement of young people
from the Primary to Secondary phases of state schooling in England. These students are usually aged
eleven when they make the transition at the end of Year Six from a primary school setting to a

secondary school setting.

Most young people will make this transition, exceptions being those attending ‘all-through’ schools,
schools offering an education from age 4-18 as part of one institution, and ‘middle’ schools, that
bridge the gap between primary and secondary settings. This study takes neither all-through schools
nor middle schools into account due to the low number of such settings across England and Wales
(Crook 2008: National Middle Schools Forum 2022). The explicit parameters and boundaries of the

transition period will be discussed as part of this section.

There is a debate with regards to the boundaries of transition, whether it refers to the single event
of entering a secondary school or the ongoing periods where the effects may still be apparent.
Brewin and Statham (2011) suggest that challenges in adjusting to the new expectations and
environment of secondary school were ‘soon resolved’. With Zeedyk et al. (2003), arguing that fears
were abated by the end of the first term. Topping (2011), however, suggests that transition is an
issue for all at first and agrees that many adjust after a term, however 40% still found the new
environment challenging after a year which Topping (2011) suggests is the point when children’s
attainment ceases to suffer. Children are affected by transition academically and
emotionally/socially, with Topping and Zeedyk et al. suggesting different end points for each

element, illustrated in fig 9.

The parameters to the beginning and end of transition are not firmly set, with Edge et al. (2023)

advocating for longitudinal research approaches to establish this. Each child is likely to experience
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transition differently, with their own personal transition period inconsistent with those around
them. It may also be argued that transition is not a set window, but a ‘status passage’ that all must
traverse as part of adolescent development, shaping who they will become in adulthood (Symonds
2015). It is interesting that many narratives around the nature of transition and how long its effects
are felt by children are firmly positioned from the first day of secondary school onwards by both
researchers (e.g. Topping 2011; Zeedyk et al. 2003; Brewin and Statham 2011) and policymakers
(e.g. Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008) whose recommendations for professionals
concern supporting children to adjust to secondary school. Reference to transition beginning in
primary school, and indeed the associated effects of the loss of primary school, are largely absent
from transition literature. This notion will be interesting to explore as part of this research but may
be best explored by way of a longitudinal study that establishes the timeframe in which transition

sits as the beginning and end points are clearly challenging to ascertain.

For concise discussion in this research, | have conceptualised the terminology of transition as follows

and created a pictural representation of the accepted boundaries (fig 8):

The point of transition — When children arrive at school on the first day of year seven.

The transition period — The period children are affected by transition, illustrated in fig. 9:

Social/emotional effects

(Zeedyk et al. 2003)

Effects on Attainment

(Topping 2011)

Year 6 Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 Term 4 Term 5 Term 6 Year 8 and beyond

Year 7
The Point of
Transition

Fig. 8. Conceptualisation of 'The transition period’ (Topping 2011; Zeedyk et al. 2003).
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2.9 - Transition matters

There is a lack of clarity and agreement on the perceived significance of transitioning from primary
to secondary school. The current literature can be broadly grouped into two schools of thought. The
first considers transition as a difficult time in a child’s school career that is known to negatively affect
academic performance and emotional wellbeing (e.g. Lester and Cross 2015, Brewin & Statham
2011), with Topping (2011 p.221) claiming that ‘secondary school is a problem for all children’. In
contrast, Sirsch (2003) agrees that transition is a challenging period, but acknowledges that there
can be a mixture of positive and negative aspects for young people. As Howe and Richards (2011)
report, young people are often anxious about the new, usually much bigger, school site but might
also be excited about the new opportunities secondary school holds leading to a conflict of strong
internal feelings. The literature acknowledges that transition is an important life event that requires,
and deserves, careful thought to ensure that those overseeing it are empowered to effectively

manage it to facilitate the success of young people.

The point of transition coincides with adolescence and changes in children’s cognitive capacity,
emotional development and personal identity (Brewin & Statham 2011). This manifests in an
increased desire for independence from familial support, and a greater reliance on the support of
friends and peers (Lester and Cross 2015 and Brewin & Statham 2011). Transition is time when
children’s friendship numbers rise dramatically which causes the formation of new friendships but
also the breakdown of long-standing existing friendships, which can be a cause of anxiety for those
who cannot make friends easily or worry that they won’t (Topping 2011). Social relationships
dominate the transition experience (Lester and Cross 2015), which can be erratic during the social
upheaval of transition (Topping 2011) with reliable friendships that continue from primary school to
secondary school, acting as a ‘stress buffer’ (Topping 2011). When young people undergo transition,
they find it less challenging when surrounded by friendships, which can lead to a more positive

framing of transition (Sirsch 2003).
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2.9.1 The effects of transition on wellbeing

Whilst positive wellbeing has been found to be associated with higher educational attainment
(Clarke et al. 2011), stress and worry can lead to a pause or reversal in academic performance,
attendance and self-image. Many children feel fearful or anxious before transition, with common
sources of concern centering around challenging academic demands, getting lost, strict teachers,
friendship issues and bullying (Brewin & Statham 2011, Zeedyk et al. 2003). Many of these concerns
are linked to relationships and school context, which we have learnt are amongst the most
important contributing factors to a child’s wellbeing. Indeed, it is recognised that the transition
period involves stress and anxiety for all children, even those who adjust well to secondary school
(Van Pens et al. 2019). Topping (2011) suggests that these anxieties can be compounded for high
achieving students, as they make their place in the more competitive learning environment of
secondary school, whereas students with additional needs will find this transitioning potentially
more challenging than their peers (Tso and Strnadova 2016). Transition is an experience that is likely
to affect students in individual and personal ways, lending further credence to the relevance of a

subjective wellbeing perspective as part of this study.

In 2020, The Office of National Statistics conducted research into children’s wellbeing (ONS 2020).
During focus groups of children aged 10-15, it was observed that the participants perceived primary
schools as safer and more inviting than secondary schools. The Office of National Statistics report on
children’s experiences of loneliness (ONS 2018) also found that moving from Primary to Secondary

school can trigger loneliness in children, which can have a serious impact on their wellbeing.

As students find themselves in a new setting, their ability to feel valued as part of this new
community is instrumental to their wellbeing and, success at school (Prati et al. 2018). Young people
that feel marginalised, undervalued, and not respected or welcome, can quickly find that school
becomes a place where they no longer feel safe; a place where they do not want to be (Van Rens et
al. 2019). My professional experience has suggested that this poor relationship with school often
leads to increased absenteeism, poor engagement with learning and so, poorer educational
outcomes, supported by Businaro et al.’s (2015) findings that school context and relationships are

the two most important contributors to a young person’s wellbeing.
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One of the biggest challenges to children transitioning from primary to secondary school is that of
social capital; the way in which young people value, and are shaped by, relationships and networks
(Allan and Catts 2012 : Westphaln et al 2020). Christoforou and Davis (2014) describe social capital

as:

‘the degree to which and the different ways in which people exhibit distinctively social
behaviours depend[ing] on how norms and networks elicit their values, reflect power
relationships, and draw on their social identities. (Christoforou and Davis 2014 p.3)

Stable positive relationships and friendships, one aspect of social capital, are advantageous to
children’s wellbeing (Schwartz-Mette and Shankman 2020) and academic attainment (Ng-Knight et
al. 2019). Though there is some evidence to suggest that attempting to maintain poor and moderate
quality friendships can correlate with deteriorating wellbeing and can be risk factors for depressive
disorders, both crucial when considering transition from primary to secondary school (Ng-Knight et
al 2019) in order to protect the quality of wellbeing, and academic progress, of transitioning
children. Stelfox and Catts (2022) found that spaces for relationship development are more
transitory in secondary school as students move from one classroom to another, often mixing with
different groups of peers from hour to hour. In the primary school setting, children spend their time
with a consistent group of peers and a consistent teacher which more effectively facilitates the
development of bonding between peers. Stelfox and Catts (2022) also found that whilst a member of
staff often featured in primary pupil school friendship maps, the dynamics of relationships develop
on transitioning to secondary school, with more social distance from adults in the school. When
children transition from primary school to secondary school, they must navigate a changing social

landscape as they do so.
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The Scottish government in 2019 (Learning Directorate 2019), reviewed transition literature of the
previous ten years and found that there was often a drop in the wellbeing of young people around
the point of transition, largely triggered by the theme of relationships. Though this was challenged
by some other studies within the review that criticised the deficit model used in transition research
and that there were many positive stories that were being ignored (e.g. Fortuna 2014; Poorthuis et
al. 2014). This is supported by Richter et al. (2022) who suggest that transition can be a positive
experience full of new opportunities. The pervading literature that was drawn up in the discussion
gathered their data using questionnaires and surveys, quantitative methods that do not prioritise

the authentic voice of the child, as explored earlier in this chapter.

Transition can be a time of uncertainty with young people considering their friendships at risk as
peers move to different schools or change their social circles as part of the transition. Young people
must navigate the addition of a, typically, large number of new young people into their social
environment, as part of the new school. Young people navigate a different relationship with many
new adults, as they move from having one teacher to many — all with different personalities and
approaches. Furthermore, young people adapt to a new school context and become a part of the
social fabric of new classes and year groups. All of this leads the experience of transition to be one of
potential uncertainty and instability which can impact on a young person’s wellbeing. For some, it is
suggested that transition can be a wholly positive experience, full of new opportunities. | do not
expect the results of this study to be binary in its characterisation of the experiences of children,

though a balanced, unbiased, approach is essential in elevating the voice of the child.

2.9.2 The effects of transition on academic progress

Zeedyk et al (2003) show that transition negatively affects social and academic progress, with
children and parents more concerned with social issues and pastoral support from the school (Van
Ren et al. 2019; Lester and Cross 2015; Sirsch 2003). But this is not reflected in practice, which is
preoccupied with academic gaps as educational professionals focus on attainment, over wellbeing
(Topping 2011), suggesting that the voices of children and their parents are not being listened to. A

study by Hopwood et al (2016), emphasises a lack of consideration of social issues from teaching
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staff, who cited curriculum continuity, adequate teacher support and communication between
primary and secondary schools as the most important determiners of a successful transition.
Topping (2011) suggests that there may not be a causal link between transition and social issues,
arguing that lower attainment may lead to reduced self-esteem which can itself lead to lower
attainment. There is a disconnect between the views and priorities of parents and carers, and that of
practitioners, regarding the focus during transition. Schools are under pressure to ensure that
academic progress is in line with local and national targets (e.g. Perryman et al. 2011; Meadows and
Black 2018) and thus prioritise the access to teaching and a high-quality curriculum. Parents, on the
other hand, prioritise the social progress of their children. What is missing from this literature, is the
authentic voice of the child. Figure 9 illustrates how low attainment and low self-esteem are linked.
Both can be stimulated by transition from primary to secondary school and can feed into one

another.

Lower Lower Self

Attainment Esteem

Fig.9 - Link between low attainment and low self esteem

2.10 Policy context of Transition

The focus of educational professionals on academic progress is perhaps more understandable when
considering the policy releases from the government with reference to transition. In 2008, the
Department for Children, Schools and Families published ‘strengthening transfers and transitions,
partnerships for progress’ (DCSF 2008) as part of the national strategies. This report explored

underachievement during transition from one phase to another, including Key stage two-three
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transitions. The key messages generated by the project work to that aim: increasing motivation and
attainment, with a keen focus on the continuity of learning across phases. Parent and child anxiety is
briefly mentioned, but firmly within the context of high levels of attainment. Of the eight schools
who reported, only one sought the views of their students included them in the report. These
children clearly highlighted friendships and anxieties around moving to secondary school and there
is a recommendation that professionals should ‘consult with staff, children and parents’ (p.34),

which the literature is still citing as a gap in the field.

‘Key stage three: the wasted years?’ (Ofsted 2015) was a survey of learning in key stage three across
the country, following concerns that key stage three was not a priority for school leaders and that
teaching was not of a good enough standard in this phase of education. As part of this report, Ofsted
recommended that more emphasis was placed on pupils’ academic needs when transitioning from
key stage two to three, finding that schools were focussing too much on pastoral transition, a view

that does not seem to be reflected in the academic community.

‘Literacy and Numeracy Catch up strategies’ (DfE 2018) was published in 2018 with a focus on driving
attainment in Maths and English in secondary schools for those students who had performed poorly
in Key Stage Two SATs at the end of primary school. There is no reference to wellbeing in this
publication and the six elements of good practice suggested centring around continuity of
curriculum and teaching and learning. There is one reference to ‘social needs’ of pupils and whilst
very specific interventions are cited for developing student knowledge and skills in literacy and
numeracy, none are given for the highlighted concern of ‘social issues,’ linking to the economic
recovery political focus (see 2.2.7). This lack of meaningful policy in the field of transition is

conceptualised in the next section.

2.10.1 - Policy silence

There is limited policy explicitly relating to transition, the most apposite is outlined above. Rizvi and
Lingard (2010) advocate the need to look beyond what policy exists but to the significance of silence
in policy and what this might tell us. Policy inaction can lead to ‘non-decision making' (Freidrichs
2022), meaning that policymakers can remain silent on certain issues where action may conflict with
other aims or foci. | would challenge the notion of ‘non-decision making’ in the context of transition

as the pervading literature highlights transition as point of potential academic decline, a policy for
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which would align with the DfE’s education plan which aspires to drive improvements in educational
outcomes, so there is a need to explore this further to understand the absence of policy on this

important educational issue.

This characterisation of non-decision-making is what McConnell and Hart (2019) refer to as the
calculated inaction typology of policy inaction, one of five typologies illustrated in table 2. McConnell
and Hart’s typologies are a conceptualisation of policy inaction and are interesting to consider when

exploring why policy silence exists around transition.

Table 2: Typology of Policy inaction (McConnell and Hart 2019)

Category

Type I: Calculated inaction

Type II: Ideological inac-
tion

Type II: Imposed inaction

Type IV: Reluctant inaction

Type V: Inadvertent inaction

Drivers

Plausible alternatives

Examples

Inaction as product of
conscious (strategic or
tactical) decisions no to
act, or not to act now

Managed off the agenda

Waiting for issue to ‘ripen’
until it can be addressed

Doing nothing to avoid
compromising other goals

Costs of acting exceed
perceived benefits

Inaction driven by convic-
tions

Ideologically out of bounds

Not acknowledging
moral, social or political
imperatives to address a
particular issue

Relying on markets, com-
munity sector, or citizens’
self-organisation to
address the issues

Inaction as pragmatic
acceptance that requisite
support will not be
obtained from powerful
actors or pivotal institu-
tions

Will not gain support to be
approved

De factor veto powers and
agenda denial strategies
exercised by political and/
or societal actors

Policy paralysis through
stalemates in formal
decision-making bodies
or among partners needed
for a coordinated effort

Inaction through reluctant
acceptance that appropri-
ate tools and resources are
not available

Not capable of being put
into practice

Absolute or relative lack of
financial resources to fund
effective policies

Lack of policy instruments
that are demonstrably
effective in ameliorating
the problem at hand

Bureaucratic ‘red tape’ a
barrier to feasibility

Inaction as a product of
bounded rationality con-
straints and institutional
blind spots

Nowhere to be seen within
frame of reference

Agency hierarchy watering
down unpleasant realities
for senior policymakers

Failures of boundary scan-
ning, horizon scanning and
early warning routines

Policy inaction surrounding transition could be characterised under type Il, IV or V of McConnell and

Hart’s (2019) typologies, depending on the lens through which is it viewed.

Type Il characterisation — Ideological inaction

Ofsted and The Department for Education have consistently relied on individual schools to tackle

some of the most challenging social issues, whilst simultaneously community resources deplete. For

example, schools have been tasked with tackling the increase in knife crime (Ofsted 2019), despite

the widespread closure of youth clubs and associations (Sky 2022), cited as a contributory factor in

reducing community violence (Heimann and Fritzsche 2022). It may follow that policymakers

consider the challenges around transition as one for schools to manage individually as part of their

wider responsibilities to attainment and development, termed by Brown and Stark (2022) as the

‘offloading of lessons’, though one would hope this would be more apparent in policy.
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Type IV characterisation — Reluctant inaction

The education system in England is experiencing significant financial pressures, with continued cuts
to the education budget, particularly evident in analysis of per-pupil spending despite insistence
from the UK government that funding has increased (Irwin-Rogers et al. 2020). This, alongside
rapidly increasing energy and staffing costs (Adams 2022), mean that schools are increasingly finding
it a challenge to provide adequate pastoral and mental health support to meet the needs of their
pupils (Martin 2023 and Young Minds 2020). Teacher workload continues to rise (Spicksley 2022) as
school staff juggle classroom teaching and providing support for children’s mental health and
wellbeing (Conboy 2021 and Maclean and Law 2022) despite increased government resources for
mental health support in schools (DfE 2020). Although it is perhaps too early to establish the impact,
recent changes in health policy promise to inject much needed mental health support capacity from

school nursing teams (Glasper 2021).

It could follow that policymakers are of the view that resources across the education sector are
already overextended to the point that there is no capacity to implement any meaningful work
around transition, meaning policy action would be unavailing due to lack of resources. Indeed,
resources in children’s mental health have increased meaning, at least in theory, greater resources
to support children transitioning to secondary school. However, this seems doubtful with recent
policy announcements on school suspensions (DfE 2022c), Careers obligations (DFE 2023i) and
developments in the national curriculum (DfE 2021a) suggesting that the Department for education

are continuing the drive on education policy.

Type V characterisation — Inadvertant inaction

McConnell and Hart (2019) discuss the final typology as a policy inaction as a result of limited
information and/or political ‘blind spots’, l.e. policymakers are unaware of an issue due to not being
aware of the extent of the issue, or the issue at all, which leads to policy inaction. Brown and Stark
(2022 p.12) challenge this, stating that ‘The very existence of a large public inquiry or policy
evaluation means that inaction cannot be inadvertently caused by a blind spot.” putting forward
instead that this type of policy inaction cannot be accepted as the result of veritable ignorance, but

of a willing choice not to engage with the available information.
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Due to the wealth of literature about transition, and historic government reports highlighting issues
with it, there is a library of information available to policymakers and so it would be difficult to
challenge Brown and Stark’s position on this typology of policy inaction. This highlighted to me an
issue with the phrasing ‘inadvertent inaction’, which places the emphasis on policymakers
accidentally not being aware of the issue at hand, which is challenged by Brown and Stark (2022).
Perhaps ‘priority inaction” would be a more apposite term here to consider that policymakers take
active decisions to not engage with certain information as there is a finite number of resources

available, which are spent on issues of higher priority to the government.

When conceptualising policy silence around transition, it is challenging to ascribe to one of the
typologies outlined above but there may be benefit in considering aspects of each to conceptualise
policy inaction in the current context. Schools are increasingly expected to go beyond the realms of
the classroom to intervene with many societal issues, using education as the tool. The DfE have
allocated additional resources ringfenced for the intervention of children’s mental health which, it
could be argued, might be used to support children during transition as part of existing policy. In a
time of financial challenge, the expectation of schools to meet the needs of children in different
contexts, such as transition, are likely to rise and it may be that transition policy is simply not a

priority of the government at this time.

Despite the lack of national policy, teachers and schools across the country are attempting to fill the
policy gap with institution-level practice to support children during transition. Most secondary
schools employ transition managers whose job it is to manage the transition to secondary school,
often by delivery of a transition programme with the aim of alleviating anxieties. Children’s mental
health organisations have created transition resources to support schools, children and their
families, and are in discourse around good practice (e.g. Young minds 2023). Additionally, there is a
healthy source of transition information for parents and carers on websites and online forums such
as mumsnet (e.g. Framptonrose 2022) that offer a space for parents and carers to share experiences,
alongside some school specific guidance (e.g. Sir William Romney’s School 2023) but it is

disappointing that more official routes to support for parents and their children are not forthcoming.
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2.11 Facilitating effective transition

There is evidence to suggest that early interaction of transitioning children with older students in
their receiving secondary school can facilitate effective transition. Topping (2011) found that young
people who were part of structured interactions with older students, at the point of transition,

missed fewer days of school and got better grades.

The quality of relationships that young people have with teachers in primary school can predict
positive transition (Lester and Cross 2015). When students arrive at secondary school, they are
expected to adjust to different relationships with teachers. In primary school students are usually
taught by one class teacher, now they must get used to one teacher per subject area. Van Ren et al.
(2019), found that during transition, the point where students need more support from teachers,
teachers expect more independence from their students. Children must come to terms with the loss
of a consistent emotional support in their class teacher at a point in their development when they
are more sensitive to stress stimuli due to the onset of puberty (Symonds 2015). An approach from
teaching staff that is more mindful of the needs of children at the point of transition was deemed
important for transition to be successful. Students must overcome the challenge of forming new
relationships as part of their peer groups, but also with teachers in the new school. Their ability to
do this, and how well this is facilitated, influences the psychological adjustment to the new setting

(Learning Directorate 2019).

In my setting the Head of Year seven visits each child in their primary school and gathers academic
and pastoral information about each child before inviting them to a three-day induction programme
which aims to support familiarisation with the school site, the development of relationships with
peers and staff, and an understanding of the school’s values and ethos. Students are identified
where they may have an additional barrier to successful transition, e.g. a Special Educational Need
or Disability (SEND), significant anxiety about the move or from a vulnerable cohort (those who are
in the care of the Local Authority or supported by a social worker) to engage with an enhanced
transition programme which provides further opportunities. Enhanced transition programmes have

been found to be particularly effective for those with Autism (Richter et al. 2022).
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2.12 The Child’s voice in research

Our societal structure assumes that adults, by virtue of being adults, know what is best for children
(Frankel 2018). Indeed, children are the subsection of our population that have the most globally
accepted lack of agency and advocacy. “Children should be seen and not heard’ the 16t century

adage insists, acknowledging the power imbalance that stifles children and their views.

The notion of the child’s voice is a crucial step in child-centred research and policymaking (Race and
Frost 2022) and is rooted in the rights of the child enshrined in the UNCRC (see 3.4.5). However,
many researchers glorify the voice of the child in their research without necessarily considering the
authenticity of this voice, with Nilsson et al. (2013) drawing the distinction between a child
perspective (Adult opinion based) and a child’s perspective (the true voice of the child), but argue
there is an inescapable filter that the voice will pass through in research as the researcher
necessarily interprets the communication from a child using their own point of view. Zhang (2015)
conducted a systematic review of literature concerning the voice of the child in early childhood
education research in Australia and New Zealand, which is relevant to this study due to the similar
education systems and policies that exist. Zhang conceptualised a typology of the voice of the child
that evolved from the review, citing the following as more accurate characterisations of the

literature reviewed that claimed to present the child’s voice:

e pseudo voice (engendered by assessing the child)
e inferred voice (engendered by inferring the child’s perspective)

e surveyed voice (engendered by surveying the child)
and

e co-constructed voice (engendered by co-constructing lived experience and understanding

with the child)

When considering children’s wellbeing during transition, studies largely utilise the surveyed voice of
the child (e.g. Lester and Cross 2015; Carmen et al. 2011; Zeedyk et al. 2003), and some others
relying on inferred voice (e.g. Holt et al. 2023), and pseudo voice (e.g. Dunlop 2021; Moore et al.
2020). The presence of co-constructed voice exists in the transition research (e.g. Longaretti 2020;

Demkowicz 2023) but the child’s voice is often not amplified. For example, Hennessey et al. (2022)
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completed online focus groups with children to explore ways in schools can support their wellbeing
but did not include any data extracts in the presentation of analysis and findings. The work
completed by Bagnall (2020; 2021a; 2021b ) often utilises a focus group methodology which would
come under the surveyed voice typology. Focus groups are known to be limited as a method of
eliciting the child’s voice due to children not sharing their perspectives on sensitive issues leading to
a partial account of their experiences (Morgan et al 2002), with Krol et al. (2013) advocating for
individual research activities, such as interviews, as a way of ensuring that children feel able to

discuss issues that are important to them without being influenced by the views of others.

This research prioritises the co-constructed voice above, and in review of the typologies put
forwards by Zhang, the others would be characterised as a ‘child perspective’ when viewed through
the lens of Nilsson et al. (2013), as opposed to the authentic child’s voice. The above confirms a lack
of agreement, and practice, in the research community of what constitutes the authentic voice of
the child, with some researchers instead acting as a mouthpiece for what they consider the views of

the child to be.

There is a marked difference in the focus of children and teachers during the transition process.
Teachers are concerned with the attainment dip, whereas children are concerned with peer
relations and bullying (Topping 2011). Despite this, only a limited number of studies of transition
gain the perspective of the children, with most conclusions currently drawing from reports about

children, rather than what children say about their own experiences (Van Rens et al 2019).

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989) sets out a child’s right to
express their own views and to be taken seriously (discussed further in 3.5.4.1). The involvement of
children in decision making brings new perspectives that adults are not aware of and can improve
feelings of self-esteem (Petersson et al. 2022). Despite this, there is a distinct absence of direct
consultation with children during transition, and in other research areas, with existing studies largely
reliant on research with parents, and where they do relying on quantitative research methods, such
as questionnaires. Every child has a right to be heard in matters affecting their life, including
wellbeing and experiences in the educational setting (Gillett-Swan and Sargeant 2017) and it is
crucial their voices are present in research of one of the most challenging parts of their educational

journey; transition.

2.13 Summary

54| Page



Incidents of poor mental health, particularly in young people, are increasing across England with
most issues developing in childhood and early adulthood. The literature reviewed above highlights a
rising trend in wellbeing decline in young people in England, whilst also acknowledging the strains
transition from primary to secondary school can have on these aspects of health. There is a link
between poor wellbeing and academic outcomes, but more research is required to establish the
current situation, whilst also exploring the impact of primary to secondary school transition on

perceptions of wellbeing.

Maslow (1943 p.21). muses that ‘if all of the needs are unsatisfied, and the organism is dominated
by the physiological needs, all other needs may be pushed into the background’. Failing to meet the
needs on any level leads to a focus on those needs and the ignorance of the other needs on other
levels, meaning they become out of reach. It would then follow that a child undergoing transition,
without their needs met, would then suffer a deficit to their academic progress due to a focus on
social hurdles and potential decline in wellbeing. In turn, it is possible that this could lead to a
further demise in wellbeing as they fall behind with their studies. When considering that poor
mental health, in turn, leads to poor attainment and attendance in school (Mathias et al. 2018), a
vicious cycle could well emerge that | have illustrated in fig.10. This indicates that the known deficit
in attainment could be caused by a deficit of wellbeing as children transition to secondary school
and face challenges with aspects of their hierarchal needs such as safety and security; love and

belonging, and self-esteem. Hence, this is an important consideration for this study.
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Fig.10 - Poor Attendance, Attainment and Wellbeing: a Vicious Cycle

Transition is potentially challenging time for all students and large-scale quantitative studies have
revealed increases in stress and anxiety, largely stimulated by social concerns, although it is
challenging to isolate transition as a causal factor for this increase due, not least, to the parallel issue
of puberty which happens at the same time for many young people. Transition is bounded in the
literature as beginning at the point of transition, with emotional and social concerns ending after the
first term and the attainment dip resolving up to a year the point of transition. Transition is thought
to have an impact on children’s attainment and wellbeing but whilst there is an acknowledgement
that children experience worry and anxiety pretransition, there is a lack of literature beyond this
with regards to primary school children’s experiences of their upcoming transition to secondary
school and when they may perceive this to begin. There is an absence of explicit transition policy to
instruct schools on how best to facilitate effect transition, and parents and carers on how best to

support their children.
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The right of children to have a say in matters that affect them is enshrined in the United Nations
Convention for the Rights of the Child. Whilst the notion of the voice of the child is a contemporary
issue, the effectiveness of research asserting the voice of the child is under question. Some studies
present the views of adults as the child’s voice, gained by assessing, surveying, or inferring the
child’s perspective without the apparent need to speak to them directly. There is a distinct lack of
the authentic co-constructed child’s voice in the field of transition and wellbeing research which has

directly informed my methodological approach, discussed in chapter three.
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Chapter Three - Methodology and Methods

Whilst many academic publications use the term methodology to refer to anything to do with research
methods (6 and Bellamy 2012), this chapter is divided into three sections, research methodology,
research methods and research ethics, consequently offering a more detailed account of the decisions
and values that underpin this research. Without explicit methodological decisions, data collected in
research cannot be meaningfully interpreted as the foundations for this interpretation are not defined
(Swain 2017). The primary goal of this study was to answer the research questions relating to
children’s perception of wellbeing during transition, as stated in chapter 1. These are reproduced here

for convenience:

1) How do young people perceive the impact of the transition period on their wellbeing, and why?

2) How do young people’s perceptions of their wellbeing related to the transition period change
over time, and why?

3) What do children tell us about their experience of transition and how we should manage the
process?

| begin by explaining the research paradigm that governs this study, outlining my philosophical
approach to this methodology by outlining my epistemology and ontology and how this influenced my
methodological approach. Following this | explain my interpretivist positioning and evaluate the
potential of an ethnographic approach before exploring phenomenology and social constructionism

as potential methodological positionings. Finally, | justify constructivism as my chosen methodology.

In the next section | explore the notion of case study and the methods that are utilised to answer my
research questions. | outline the method | used to select participants before setting out my use of
research conversations and group conversations that led to the first round of thematic analysis
governed by guidance from Braun and Clarke (2021). Following this, | explore the conceptualisation of
subsequent multi-literacy research conversations and critique of ethnographic observations following

pilot observations under Spradley’s model (1980).
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The final section reflects on the considerations and actions taken to ensure an ethical research project.
It begins with procedural ethics, like those stipulated by university ethics committees, before moving

on to the more nuanced aspects of situational and relational ethics.

3.1 Ontological and Epistemological positioning

Within this section | aim to outline the research paradigm that underpins my approach by exploring
my research philosophy and how this informs my methodology as part of the overarching research

paradigm using the model outlined in figure 11.

Research Paradigm

Methodology

Epistemology R s Axiology —p Ontology

Fig.11. The approach to my Research Paradigm
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3.1.1 Ontological positioning

Ontology concerns the Theory of Reality and the concept of being (Jacquette 2002; Smith 2012),
outlining how humans experience the world around them. The debate can be broadly organised into
two schools of thought; realism and subjectivism. A Realist ontological perspective argues that reality
is objective, consistent and exists outside of human perception (Greener 2011). Subjectivism argues
that reality is conceptualised by humans as they experience it; we all bring our own perspectives which
shapes our experience of reality (Munn and Smith 2008). My relativist ontology, a subjectivist
positioning, assumes that there are multiple realities, and each is distorted through the consciousness,
projections and interpretation of individual people (Hu 2020) informed by their lived experiences. |
reject the objectivist ontologies that state that there is one total and accurate reality that, if studied,
reveals itself in the same way to different people (Butzer 2021). This scientific, clearly bound sense of
reality does not align with my own understanding that the world is not separate from our thoughts:

the kaleidoscopic lens through which we subjectively experience it.

My ontological positioning informs my approach to my professional practice and researcher identity,
in that both prioritise the notion that young people’s experiences of reality are unique and must be
kept at the centre of research and professional practice. My approach is mindful of the individual lived
experiences of people that | work with as part of trauma informed practice, coordinating a kind, gentle

and individualised approach to work with children (Paccione-Dyszlewski 2016).

3.1.2 Epistemological positioning

Epistemology concerns the philosophy of knowledge and how it is generated (Carter and Littlejohn
2021; Hetherington 2019). Subjective epistemological positionings are rooted in classical Empiricism,
arguing that knowledge is constructed relative to the experiences of a person constructing this
knowledge, which conflicts with the objective school of thought that knowledge is ‘knowable’ only
when it can be observed, measured and validated (Williams 2000). The world is always changing and
is hard to observe (Hu 2020) and if we accept that there are multiple lenses of reality through which
to experience the world, as outlined above, it follows that our observations of the world are influenced

by our cultural and social conditioning. The values and experiences we bring to knowledge generation,
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are key in facilitating, not only a contribution to new knowledge, but the empowerment of
practitioners to apply this knowledge. My interpretivist epistemological positioning places individual,
subjective experiences at the centre of my research, highlighting that similar events can have differing
meanings, each with its own value and place (Gillani 2021). | reject the notion of objectivist
epistemological positioning, that reality and knowledge is ultimately and consistently knowable, due
to the importance | place on the lived experiences of people and how this shapes their understanding
of the world around them. An objectivist perspective purports that the ‘knower’ of knowledge does
not add anything to the data generated in research (Williams 2008) and is positioned outside of the
knowledge generation, which conflicts with the close relationship between disciplinary knowledge

and professional knowledge in a professional doctorate (Scott et al. 2004).

My epistemological and ontological stance has affected how my research design is shaped. My
acknowledgement of the nature of knowledge generation through individual lived experiences, and
perception of reality, emphasises the importance of the voice of the child in the approach to my
research. Accepting that my participants have unique lived experiences led to me to make choices
around methods (e.g. designing the multi-literacy research conversation (discussed in 3.3.6)) to
encourage the young people involved with my research to communicate these unique experiences in

their own terms.
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3.2 Research Methodology

The literature pertinent to methodology is alive with debate, with authors blurring the lines between
methodological approaches to research and the research instruments used to gather data (Bellamy
2012). This section is an explicit exploration of the reasoning and logic that lay the foundation of the
research design (Singh 2022), informed by the research philosophy that has been previously discussed.
Our epistemological positioning of how knowledge can be generated informs our beliefs about how
knowledge may be gained (Al-Ababneh 2020). In this section, my qualitative methodological

positioning is explored, informed by my interpretivist epistemology.

A considered research methodology allows me, as the researcher, to galvanise my understanding of
the research process and gives the research clear direction within a clear framework (Hojgaard and

Hansen 2020).

3.2.1 An Interpretivist approach

This study seeks to capture the experiences of young people as they transition from Primary to
Secondary school. Therefore, an interpretative methodological approach is most appropriate to allow
the participants’ voice to permeate the research and engage with the research on their terms (McLeod
2008). A positivist approach would place a greater importance on objective fact (Park et al 2020) which
is contrary to the nature of unique perceptions and experiences of wellbeing and the philosophical
underpinnings of this study. As explored in the literature review, most of the existing research of
transition is rooted in positivism which has not prioritised the voice of the child through their individual
stories. An interpretivist approach considers more qualitative data and subjective, personal
interpretations of reality which encourages individual perspectives to come to the fore (Gillani 2021),

which was important if the research questions were to be answered as part of a child-centred, rights
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respecting research design. Whilst positivist data could be included, focussing on perceptions of

mental health and wellbeing needed to take primarily qualitative data into account.

3.2.2 An ethnographic approach

Whilst definitions of ethnography, literally ‘writing the people’ as a methodology are highly debated
(e.g. Jerolmack and Khan 2014; Trundle and Phillips 2023), most literature agrees the general
principles involve the researcher playing a role within the research setting to fully immerse
themselves; observing and collecting data in a ‘natural’ setting — one not specifically set up for
research purposes (e.g. Hammersley and Atkinson 2019; Walford 2018; Coffey 2018). Working with
and living amongst informants to create knowledge through observing and joining the everyday
exchanges and dialogues of social life (Mills and Morton 2013) prioritises the lived experiences of
research participants and allows their story to come to the forefront of the research. Due to the
differences of the roles and positioning of me and my conversants, joining in authentically with
everyday exchanges and dialogues, as Mills and Morton (2013) suggest, raised some concerns.
Ethnography with children is best completed when the child relates to the researcher in a way that
removes any privilege or imbalance of authority (Martin 2019). This seemed unachievable in a school
setting when an undeniable power difference exists between me and my students (Gill et al. 2012)
and where | would continue to undertake my professional Head of Year responsibilities, adding further
complexity for me and the participants. Knoblauch (2005) offers focused ethnography as a way of
conducting ethnography in a setting, and with participants, that the researcher has an existing,
intimate familiarity. Focused ethnography capitalises on the prior knowledge of a setting by
conducting short-term field visits and intensive data capturing, supplemented by video and audio
recordings, with the researcher positioned as an external observer. This differs from classical
ethnography, where data is collected over longer periods of time and recorded by use of field notes

(Brewer 2000).
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Largely qualitative data is generated through ethnography, often analysing what is said and alluding
to what is not said (Matera and Biscaldi 2021) as part of day-day interactions in a social arena. Whilst
Carr and Kemmis (1986) suggest that ethnography can lack a direct link to practice, | have professional
responsibility for the participants involved and my research aims and questions were orientated to
inform future transition which encouraged the research to be practice-focused, leading to
professional recommendations at its completion. Ethnography, from a nonparticipant perspective
(Baker 2006), felt an appropriate approach to explore as it acknowledged the insider-researcher
aspect of my positionality (explored in chapter 1.2.2) and seemed to offer a fully immersive lens
through which to view pupil’s experiences of transition. This aligned with my positioning of
acknowledging the importance of individual narratives and their influence on a person’s

understanding of their experiences as part of knowledge generation (Burr 2015).

An ethnographic perspective called for a dual approach of research methods that focused on
observation and interview processes (Whitehead 2005). ‘Grand Tour’ observations come first, with
the researcher descriptively observing generally within the setting (i.e. transition as a whole) before
moving to ‘Mini Tour’ observations that focus on specific aspects e.g. friendships or bullying.
Spradley’s (1980) model seemed to allow a way to frame the complexity of social interactions | would
encounter (Table 3). It allowed for my ‘moderate’ participatory role within the social situation and
outlined the interesting notion of the roles of ‘teacher’ and ‘student’ being reversed as | learn from

those whom | normally teach and guide.
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Space The Physical Layout
Actors The People involved
Activity Related activities that occur
Objects Physical things
Acts Single Actions undertaken
Events Activities that people carry out
Time Sequencing of events
Goals Things that people try to
accomplish
Feelings Emotions felt/expressed.

Table 3 - Spradley's nine observational dimensions and their descriptors (Spradley 1980)

| completed a series of pilot observations in July 2021 using Spradley’s (1980) dimensions as an
observation framework. These observations were conducted in primary schools, whilst | was working
with students as part of their transition programme. Whilst | appreciated the descriptive nature of
Spradley’s (1980) model, | felt that it did not prioritise the voice of the child and, in fact, encouraged
the adult observer to make judgements and assumptions of the experiences of the children, without
necessarily engaging directly with them. Of the nine dimensions, only one concerns ‘feelings’. Spradley
explains this to be ‘emotions felt/expressed’ — | felt this was a huge area to include as just one of the
dimensions. There is also an assumption, by indication of the ‘/, that emotions that are expressed
should be considered an infallible guide to emotions that are felt. Indeed, on further reading,
Spradley’s approach has been described as ‘dangerously misleading’ and criticised for its lack of
emphasis on talking to participants to gain their perspectives (Tannenbaum 1980). This cast doubt on
the appropriateness of ethnography, and particularly Spradley’s model of observation, for my

research and its usefulness in gaining children’s perspectives on wellbeing.

65| Page



| explored other frameworks that are used by researchers to understand the lived experience of their
participants. The technology heavy POEMS approach used by Whitney and Kumar (2003) uses five
dimensions (People, Objects, Environments, Messages, Services) to record their observations and
compare the experiences of those they were observing. This was an interesting lens to consider;
comparing the experiences of different children to learn about their perspectives of transition.
Alongside the fact that this framework did not seem to allow or acknowledge feelings, emotions or
wellbeing in its design, there was a significant challenge to overcome with regards to the technological
resources that it required and were not available to me. Rothstein’s (2002) A(x4) framework has a
similar design, albeit with different dimensional foci: Actors, Activities, Artifacts and atmosphere.
These are used to not only describe what is happening, but to preconceive what might come later for
a participant. Following an initial stage of observation, the data is then filtered into snapshots, where
data is represented through textual and visual mediums, before being visualised; speculating about
future experiences. | piloted Rothstein’s (2002) representation of A(x4) in a local park and found that
it seemed to position observations as a means to a predictive end and, like the previous models

discuss, relied heavily on observer interpretation and provided limited scope for wellbeing.

Like Spradley’s (1980) model, whilst there were aspects that were useful to make sense of participant
behaviour, | again questioned how wellbeing could be observed; these models emphasised the role of
the researcher as a filter through which observations of behaviour must pass. In summary, there are
aspects of an ethnographic approach that initially felt appropriate however, on balance, ethnography
did not align with my research ethos, particularly its reliance on objective social observation. As such,
following the pilot observations and subsequent literature engagement, ethnography was rejected as

a methodological positioning for this research.
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3.2.3 Phenomenology

Phenomenology is a useful standpoint from which to explore lived experiences, perception and
emotions (Zahavi 2018), and is a way of considering how individuals make sense of reality (Matthews
and Ross 2010) which seemed to align with my philosophical positioning and research aims. These
musings led me to consider phenomenology as a potential methodological lens through which to
explore the perceptions of wellbeing of children during transition. Heidegger’s (McConnell-Henry et
al. 2009) interpretative Hermeneutic manifestation of phenomenology, the evocation and
prioritisation of lived experience, spoke to me more than that of the empirical approach of the founder
Husserl (Finlay 2011), which seemed to favour an approach based on, what he termed, ‘scientific life-
philosophy' (Staiti 2014 p.291), underpinned by metaphysics (Trizio 2021); the pursuit of a final, or
ultimate reality (Can Inwagen 2018). This positivist positioning did not align with my philosophical
positionings (see 3.1). Heidegger’s social ontological principles seemed to ascribe to the aims of my
research in that there is a focus on the social interactions of others and how that might impact on
individuals, with a recognition of the importance of a ‘shared world’ (Knudsen 2023 p.259). Social
interactions and the notion of a shared experience are undoubtedly of importance when researching

children’s perspectives during the transition from primary to secondary school.

A phenomenological approach requires the researcher to ‘bracket’ their lived experiences and past
knowledge before engaging with the phenomenon (Wojnar and Swanson 2007). Smith (2020) rejects
this as an appropriate approach in this context, arguing that a professional doctorate is best completed
when unique professional experience and knowledge is not rejected but embraced as part of the
research approach, which | valued. This, along with the aim of reaching an objective, universal

scientific truth, placed phenomenology in opposition to my philosophical positioning.

Whilst a phenomenological approach had some alignment with my research aims, | did not consider

it the most appropriate perspective through which to position my research due to the conflict with
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my axiology, ontology and professional experience working in education. | bring a valuable contextual

knowledge to this research which will inform my approach.

3.2.4 Through social constructionism, to constructivism

Crotty (1998) argues that meaning is constructed by humans as they experience the world that they
are interpreting. Burr (2015) agrees and describes Social Constructionism as an approach that gives
weight to the accounts of participants, acknowledging them as experts within their social arena.
Valuing these constructed meanings and considering the generation of knowledge as a co-creation
between researcher and participant aligns with my rights-respecting research approach (see 3.4.5)
and relativist ontological viewpoint. Social constructionism recognises the impact that research can
have on developing a fairer society (McNamee et al. 2020) by acknowledging the knowledge is value
laden and its construction changes across different social and cultural contexts (Dragonas 2020)
meaning social constructionism accepts that the experiences of people can affect knowledge
generation. Individual stories and experiences build the individual sense of reality and subsequent

knowledge making, which aligns with my personal ethos and research axiology.

Whilst exploring the concept of social constructionism, | became aware of another term that was used
without deference to a clear distinction; constructivism (e.g. Hansson 2020; Gillani 2021). This led me
to an exploration of constructivism as an epistemological approach, and the debate around the
definitions and idiosyncrasies of both approaches (e.g Hyde 2015; Rob and Rob 2018), with Ginter
(2019) drawing a clear distinction between the two approaches. He defines social construction as a
reality constructed linguistically and socially (i.e. as part of a community) and constructivism theory as
an individually constructed reality, emphasising the uniqueness of cognition and how this influences
subjective constructions of reality. As a key separation from the community-led production of

knowledge of Social Constructionism, Constructivism embodies a more idiomatic form of subjective
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epistemology which comports with my own philosophical standpoint and research aims. | am
interested in the individual lived experiences of my participants as they navigate transition from

primary to secondary school, as such a constructivist influenced research strategy seemed apposite.

3.2.5 Constructivism

A Constructivist positioning emphasises the experiences of the individual and how one’s cognitive
functioning can influence the generation of an individual sense of reality, aligning with the research
aims of this study. Piaget (1955, and cited in Karmiloff-Smith 2017) hypothesises in more detail how
knowledge is constructed in this way through the ‘Accommodation’ and ‘Assimilation’ processes of
Constructivism. Accommodation establishes the process where a person’s previous experiences frame
and provide the basis for their cognitive approach to new ones; when experiencing something for the
first time, we try to make sense of this through experiences we have had. This is followed by the
Assimilation Stage, where a new experience is built into the mental framework consolidating a new
experience, or knowledge (Adom et al 2016). This will be an interesting concept to explore when
considering how children’s prior knowledge of transition might influence their experiences of it. A
constructivist approach highlights, and places value on, the individual experiences of children and is
considered an effective methodological choice to these ends (Sudarsan et. al 2022). Fig 12. lllustrates

the Accommodation and Assimilation stages of knowledge generation.
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Figure 12. Overview of Accommodation and Assimilation under a constructivist paradigm (Adom et

al. 2016).

New

Stage 1: Accommodation Stage 2: Assimilation

A constructivist lens is appropriate for this study as most children who transition to secondary school
do so from another educational setting, unless electively home educated. It follows that it is likely that
their perceptions of secondary school will be informed by their prior education and social experiences
and that they will use these experiences to make sense of new and unfamiliar phenomena. The
complexity of the social landscape of secondary school emphasises the notion that transition, whilst

perhaps presenting similar challenges, will be experienced uniquely by all children.

3.2.6 Case Study

In examining the perspectives and experiences of a specific group of children in an individual setting,
| explored the notion of case study as a framework in which to position this research. Yin (2009

p.17) calls upon Schramm (1971) to begin his illustration of what is meant by case study, in that it
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‘tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were implemented,
and with what result’. Yin goes on to assert that, as well as decisions, cases could include individuals,
organisations, and even events. Case study, then, is an approach that seeks to illuminate a
phenomenon and the circumstances that surround its occurrence. Case Study is recognised as an
effective approach to exploring social phenomena (Solfanelli et al. 2021) and allowed me to explore
the experiences of young people undergoing the transition from Primary school to Secondary school

at significant depth and facilitated prioritisation of their voice.

Previous studies of transition have prioritised breadth over depth, with many examples of large
sample sizes engaging with questionnaires noted in systematic literature reviews (e.g. Bharara
2020). Previously, the School Transition and Adjustment Research Study (STARS) undertaken by
University College London and Cardiff University (Neal et al. 2016), did include some more targeted
research activities using semi structured interviews, but the children’s voices were not amplified in
the results. Indeed, the inclusion of children’s experiences and voice are the subject of
recommendations. | felt a case study approach would facilitate a research study that would
contribute to the literature in these areas of deficit by facilitating an in depth examination of my

specific setting.

Gerring (2006 p.20) emphasises the specific focus when providing a definition for what he
understands as a case study; ‘A case study may be understood as the intensive study of a single case
where the purpose of that study is — at least in part - to shed light on a large class of cases (a
population)’. He alludes to generalisability and/or universality as part of case study research citing
the notion that the outcomes of a case study can illuminate other similar cases. This is a highly
contested stance, with many arguing that generalisations in the social sciences can be largely useless
and that the case study researcher should be cautious about any claim of generalisability due to the
idiographic and qualitative element of the approach (Thomas 2021; Meqdadi et al. 2020; Eybe and

Schmidt cited in Taber 2000).
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Bassey (2001) explores the notion of generalisability in the social sciences arguing that the scientific
standards of generalisability in positivist research, in that outcomes can be replicated by others, are
not fit for purpose in educational case study research. Researchers in this context ‘cannot identify,
define and measure all of the variables that affect the events that they study’ (Bassey 2001 p.7)
meaning that scientific generalisability is not achievable. Bassey further reasons that education
research should aim to produce ‘fuzzy’ generalisations which allow threads to be drawn through
research that may be generalisable to other, similar, circumstances. Whilst this may limit the
confidence given to such generalisations, in that they do not claim to apply to every other case
(Hammersley 2001), fuzzy generalisations can allow subsequent researchers to add clarity by

developing fuzzy generalisations through further research.

Hammersley (2001), whilst acknowledging Bassey’s (2001) paper as a vehicle for further debate,
challenges his characterisation of fuzzy generalisation as a distinct form of generalisability. He
maintains that all generalisations, including scientific, should have a degree of tentativeness, to
reflect the notion that readers should ‘draw on knowledge of the context, and on their practical
experience, in order to decide wisely about whether to act on the basis of those predictions’
(Hammersley 2001 p. 223). This is an aspect underlined by Pratt (2003) who contends that
practitioners should not merely acquiesce to calls for changes in practice, but should be active in

considering whether the change in practice is appropriate in their context:

The research outcome needs to say to the reader 'this is what happened in this case,
these are what appeared to be the significant aspects of it, now you could consider
how they might (note, the uncertainty remains) apply to your situation in order to
help you make change happen'. (Pratt 2003 p.30)
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This debate highlights that our considerations of generalisability need to go beyond the scientific
dichotomy, and instead embrace the view that the outcomes of qualitative research may have
relevance for practice in other settings. Whilst this study does not, and cannot claim to hold
scientific generalisability, it is for the practitioner to consider their own context in light of the
findings of this research as a way of reflecting on their practice with the aim of improving outcomes

for young people transitioning from primary school to secondary school.

3.2.6.1 Conceptualising ‘the case’

Mills et al. (2010) raise concern that the term case study is often used without a clear
conceptualisation of what constitutes the case, or its boundaries. This is important, they argue, as a
clearly bounded case can provide focus for the research project. Russell et al. (2015) challenge this,
arguing that case studies often examine complex and multi-facetted contexts that cannot be ‘neatly
bounded’ and that there is value at times in having an evolving understanding of what constitutes
the case. Despite this ideological positioning, they ultimately accept that the clear framework of the

case is pragmatically important, particularly when working towards a change in policy or practice.

Whilst what constitutes a ‘case’ is disputed (Schwandt and Gates 2018), Ragin and Becker (1992),
despite advising against a definitive answer at the outset of the research, explores conceptualisations

of ‘the case’ from two distinct standpoints (Table 4).

73| Page



Table 4 — Conceptualisation of the case (Ragin and Becker 1992), with researcher additions

Understanding of Case Concepts Epistemological alignment

Cases Specific General
*Researcher/Author addition

As empirical units Cases are found Cases are objects Objectivist
As Theoretical Cases are made Cases are Subjectivist
Construct conventions

Ragin and Becker’s conceptual map illustrates different philosophical schools of thought applied to
the identification of what constitutes a case. The empirical units understanding aligns with an
objectivist perspective belief that cases already exist and lie in wait for discovery by the researcher.
The more subjective position views cases as theoretical constructs i.e. it is for the researcher to
construct the case, drawing the boundaries for the benefit of the research (Denzin and Lincoln 2018).
Dyson and Genishi (2005) draw on the theoretical constructs of a case, discussing the case as a
construction, binding a social unit where a phenomenon takes place. Yin (2018) advises that cases can
be first identified from initial research questions as they can point to different types of case, each with
its own research strategy, and this can evolve as the research progresses. Thomas (2021) has a
different conceptualisation of what constitutes an effective case from a multi-faceted perspective

(Figure 13) which | have developed in table 5 to support the exploration in the context of my research

The case as a
container

The case as a The case as an
situation, event argument

<«

Fig 13. Conceptualisation of a case (Adapted from Thomas 2021)
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Table 5. Conceptualisation of a case — (Adapted from Thomas 2021)

Perspective of the
Case

Conceptualisation

Questions to support exploration*
researcher addition

Container

The boundaries of what comprises the case

What is being studied?

Situation/Event

The circumstances that surround the case that

support its description.

Who was there?

Where did this happen?
When did this happen?

What happened before?

How did this impact on other things?

Argument

The justification of the conclusions a

makes the arguments made to connect the

different aspects of what is observed.

researcher

What did you observe?
What does this mean?

How do you know this?

Table 5: Exploration of conceptualisation (adapted from Thomas 2021) with researcher addition.

Wieviorka (1992) argues that for a case to be valid, it must meet two pieces of criteria; it must be 1)

unique, which Wieviorka labels the ‘practical/historic unity’ and 2) reproducible; ‘Theoretical,

scientific basis’, giving the example of an unwell patient. (Figure 14)

Unique

unity

Practical/historical

Reproducible

+

e.g. Patient

Theoretical,
scientific basis

e.g. lliness

CASE

Fig 14 —what makes a valid case? — adapted from Wieviorka (1992)

Aligning with my subjectivist positioning, | concur with Ragin and Becker’s (1992) theoretical

positioning of the case, in that they are constructed by the researcher to frame a social unit where a

phenomenon is taking place rather than preexisting, waiting to be ‘found’. Thomas’ (2021)

conceptualisation is helpful in examining the validity of the chosen case from different perspectives
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and | have applied this to the case as positioned in this research in fig.15. | have also included

signposting to Wieviorka’s model of the unique and reproducible elements of an authentic case.

Children’s perspective of wellbeing during transition from Primary to Secondary School
Subjective positioning under theoretical construct

Unique Reproducible
Container Children Perspectives of wellbeing
Situation July 2021 — May 2022 Primary school — secondary
school transition

Fig. 15 positioning of this case

3.2.6.2 The case: Children’s Perspectives of Their Wellbeing During the Transition from Primary to

Secondary School

| see this work as a case study in that it takes place within a bounded setting, a comprehensive
secondary school in Gloucestershire, over a bounded period of time — the transition from primary to
secondary school between July 2021 and May 2022. Specifically, a local knowledge, instrumental case
study as | am approaching the case from a position of knowledge and professional experience with
the aim of gaining a deep understanding of a specific aspect and implementing positive change
(Thomas 2021; Stake 1995). Yin (2013) discusses case study as a research method that can utilise many
research instruments, as opposed to a prescriptive and inflexible framework that can employ many
research tools and methods in its execution. Case study in this context is considered an approach to
research that facilitates a focus on a phenomenon, looked at in depth and from specific perspectives
to gain a balanced, rich and more rounded picture of transition, based on Foucault’s Polyhedron of
Intelligibility (Foucault, cited in Thomas 2021), where a knowledge of a concept is enriched by viewing
it from different perspectives (Bourke and Lidstone 2015). The aim of case study is not to claim or infer
generalisability, but to look at one case in detail and learn what we can about that snapshot in time

(Thomas 2021).
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Thomas (2021) suggests a typology of case study that can be used to clearly signpost the construction

of the study. Below | use this explain this typology, and use it as a basis to explicitly define this case

(fig 16):

Subject
What is the case?

Why have you identified this?

The case is Children transitioning from primary to secondary
school.

This has been identified by the professional experience and
knowledge | have of this transition (Thomas terms this as a
local knowledge case) alongside gaps in the literature. | am
interested in having greater knowledge of the experiences
children have of their wellbeing as they make this transition.

Object

what is the theoretical topic at the
heart of your question that the
subject of your study is allowing
you to explore in detail?

The theoretical topic at the heart of the question is children’s
wellbeing during transition from primary to secondary school
and how to authentically elicit the child’s voice in this regard.

Purpose
why are you doing it?

This is an instrumental case study in that it is being
undertaken to gain a broader understanding of children’s
perspectives of their wellbeing during transition in order to
make professional recommendations for practice. The
majority of pervading transition research is quantitative and
focusses on the academic transition of young people.

Approach
Testing a theory?

Developing a new theory

Testing the theory that transition is a challenging time for
young people - ‘the most challenging part of their educational
journey’ (Hopwood 2016) — and developing a theoretical
model of wellbeing support for transition.

Methods
How will you collect data?
How will you analyse the data?

Research conversations
Multi-literacy research conversations
Analysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Process

Will it be a single or multiple study,
and will you look at the case during
one particular moment in time, or
over a longer period?

Single snapshot case study. Bound from July 2021 to May
2022.

Fig. 16. Typology of the case (Thomas 2021), applied to this study.
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3.2.7 Evaluative Approach

| have taken an evaluative approach to this research (as discrete from Evaluation as a distinct form of
inquiry) as a method of analysing the effectiveness of our current transition programme. Russell et al.
(2015 p.43) advocates ‘the study of individual behaviour in its total social setting, and the comparison

of cases leading to a formulation of hypotheses’ as a central part of an evaluative approach.

Programme evaluation has been established as an apposite tool for systematically evaluating a social
intervention to assess its effectiveness (Rossi et al. 2019). A formative evaluative approach is an
effective way of analysing the quality of the program with the aim of informing an improved offer
(Vella et al. 2019) as opposed to a more summative approach intended to pass judgement (Jacobs et

al. 2008).

An evaluative approach to case study should be effective in establishing the perceptions of children’s
wellbeing as they transfer, the effectiveness of the transition programme, and in recommending
changes in practice to improve the pastoral and academic outcomes of young people, whilst
diminishing the institutional, personal and professional risk associated (Discussed further 3.4.2.4).
This is reflected in the commitment | had for this research to be conducted in a rights-respecting way

(see 3.4.5.) Figure 17 illustrates the final research paradigm for this study.
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Figure 17. Research Paradigm for this study

Research Paradigm

Methodology
Evaluative Approach to Case study
Interpretivism

Qualitative

Axiology

. Epistemology
Ontology Rights-based

Constructivist

Relativist Child centred

3.3 Research Methods

Each piece of research is different and research methods must be carefully considered and selected
to ensure they lead to reliable and valid data that contributes to answering the research questions
(Mukherji and Albon 2022). This piece of research aimed to gain children’s perspective of their
wellbeing during the transition period and qualitative research tools have been selected that reflect
my philosophical positioning, research methodology and aims, and in line with calls for more
qualitative studies in children’s mental health and wellbeing (e.g. O’Reilly and Parker 2017; Wilson

and Cariola 2020). These qualitative research tools were chosen with the aim of facilitating a more
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equal research relationship (Barker and Weller 2003) and an accessible framework for the authentic

voice of the child to permeate the research.

3.3.1 Sampling

To secure a high quality sample (DelLuca 2023), | initially intended to include up to 20 students in the
core sample, alongside up to 8 staff. | had initially chosen to include the voices of staff members
involved with transition but reflected on the literature and questioned how this would help me secure
the voice of the child. The voice of adults is present in literature on transition (e.g Hopwood et al.
2016) and children's wellbeing (e.g. Dudovitz et al. 2022) and | decided that this was not in line with
the ethos and aims of this study so ultimately chose not to pursue this. | knew there may be many
variables, including living locations, ability levels, gender, Special Educational Needs & Disabilities
(SEND) and Pupil Premium (PP) — students who are considered disadvantaged by the government -
which was too many variables to claim to be fully representative, considering my sample size. | had no
preconceptions that these variables would make a difference, but | aimed to allow for this possibility
by using a sample that that was typical of the cohort being studied in my setting, whilst being

manageable. The initial intention for sampling is outlined in table 6.

Table 6 — Initial Sample overview and proposed research activities

Sample Size Research Activity
Target group i Up to 20 Group interview
Semi-structured interviews
Students
Target group i Upto8 Semi-structured interviews
Staff
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During the design of the research, | originally intended to select target group i. using systematic
random sampling. The results of a population survey would be ranked and organised into quartiles;
the sample would then be selected randomly from these quartiles. No participants were approached
who were known to have limited capacity to take part or consent, or whose carers or parents would
have limited capacity to be fully informed. My line manager acted an independent gatekeeper, as
required by BERA (2024), to compile a list of students that were particularly vulnerable (Appendix 6).
Children were added to this list where their lived experiences might make them emotionally
vulnerable meaning it would be appropriate that they be removed from the sample field on ethical
grounds, as participation could negatively affect them due to potential triggers. Aldridge (2015 p.14)
advises caution when researching emotional topics as participating in the research may have the
potential for ‘creating or enhancing (existing) vulnerability among research participants’ (Aldridge
2015 p14). For example, O’Reilly et al. (2013) suggest that children who have experienced a recent
bereavement should not be included in research activities as this is likely to be an unwanted

intrusion. For these reasons, children on the list were not to be included in the sample field.

When | began recruitment for this research, the whole year group (except those identified as above)
was approached for consent but the response rate was typically low compared to other research
(Tinkler et al. 2017) with seven participants from target group i giving consent. On reflection, |
guestioned the relevance of target group ii in capturing and prioritising the voice of the child and
decided that this element of the sample held little practicality to the research aims. | therefore moved

forwards with a convenience sample of those who consented from target group i.

Fig.18 outlines the initial overview of methods that was refined during the research journey. The

individual research activities and evolution of approach is discussed in this section.
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Fig.18. Initial Overview of the Research Approach

3.3.2 - Semi-structured interviews - Conversational Interviews - Research Conversations

The semi-structured interview is hailed as a flexible and versatile research tool to gather rich
qualitative data and allow emerging themes to be explored (Kallio et al. 2016; Edwards and Holland
2013), with Galletta (2013) boasting that they even leave some space for participants to add their own
ideas to a study. Whilst initially | felt semi-structured interviews would be advantageous, the
researcher led approach to data gathering did not seem to align with the child-centred positioning of
the study. Entering interviews with a prepared list of questions seemed to place the position of
narrative power with me as the researcher, not the child. This was an especially important
consideration when considering my positionality as a trauma-informed insider-outsider researcher. It
was important from an ethical perspective that children did not see the research as ‘schoolwork’, or
felt they had to say what they thought | wanted to hear (explored more in 3.4). A more structured
style of interview may have positioned the interviews as a test, where a list of questions is asked of

participants. | was determined that the style of data gathering was relaxed, allowing the young people
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to authentically contribute their thoughts and perspectives and avoiding a perceived interrogation

that an interview can present to children (O'Reilly and Dogra 2017).

Reeves et al. (2008), suggest beginning with conversational interviews allows researchers to ask
guestions in a naturalistic manner, without the potentially intimidating environment of a formal
interview. This encourages participants to feel comfortable and therefore more candid with their
contributions by collaboratively building an agenda with the researcher and allowing the participant
to drive the narrative of the interview in a conversational manner (Burgess-Limerick and Burgess-
Limerick 1998). | felt this approach was preferable to semi-structured interviews when researching
with children, particularly at a time of potential vulnerability, as it prioritised the voice of the child in
a comfortable setting. | did, however, still feel that | would like the method to be more respondent
led and, whilst conversational interviews were a step in this direction, they still left much to be desired

in this respect.

Butcher (2018) reframes interviews with children as conversations, and participants as conversants,
prioritising the rights of the child to have their voices heard, respected and given due weight, as
enshrined in Articles 12 and 13 of the UNCRC (UN 1989). This reframing was congruent with my
exploration and development from semi-structured interview through conversational interviews.
Butcher’s research conversations seemed to allow for a shift in power, from the interrogatory nature
of a semi-structured interview to the more nuanced method of providing a framework from which
respondents’ stories can emerge on their terms, in keeping with my rights-based approach. This
exploration led to a revised research approach, illustrated in figure 19, and a reframing of participants

as conversants.
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Fig.19. Revision 1- Research Approach

3.3.3 Group research conversation

| felt a group research conversation would be useful to include during the initial stages as the format
can allow respondents to give confidence to one another in contributing, can generate more ideas
and can support the sharing of sensitive information (Kruger et al. 2019) and therefore might elicit
more open and thus stronger, more reliable data. It was also important to set out the landscape of
the research for the participants as a relaxed environment conducive to honest contributions so |
chose to conduct the first research activity as a group conversation, as different from a focus group. |
chose not to utilise the focus group method, as a focus group may not tap into emotions and relies
on participants interacting and discussing issues together whilst the moderator observes (Krueger
and Casey 2009, Liamputtong 2011). Whilst proponents of focus groups celebrate the giving of voice
to vulnerable groups of people (Penaherrera-Velez et al. 2023), there is concern amongst
researchers that they may not be an effective way to gather the authentic voice of participants due

to bias that exists in adolescent focus groups due to social pressure (Adler et al. 2019) , and it is
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challenging to distinguish between the individual and the group during analysis due to high levels of
interactions between participants (Morgan 1995; Finch and Lewis 2003). There is also concern that
focus groups may not allow space for those for additional needs to contribute fairly in a complex
group dynamic (Kaehne and O’Connell 2010). Whilst the emphasis is on inter-participant interactions
in a focus group, the emphasis of interaction during the group interview, reframed here as a group
conversation, is between the interviewer and interviewees, each taking turn to respond and engage
with the interviewer which can help to mitigate these challenges (Parker and Tritter 2007). | used the
group interview model for this reason and to ensure key questions were answered in an efficient
and robust way, whilst opening ideas from conversants to inform subsequent aspects of the
research design. Whilst focus group and group interviews both post challenges around group
moderation and management, | felt that my professional experience in managing groups of young
people, along with the more structured framework of a group research conversation would manage
these concerns. The group conversation was trialled at the outset of the project and contained all
conversants involved in the research. When conducting the group conversation, | had concerns
about the authenticity of the contributions of conversants and how comfortable they may feel in
discussing their potential emotional vulnerabilities in front of their peers. This meant that | was less
willing to ask follow up questions about conversants experiences as these felt personal and doing so
would not align with my trauma-informed practice. | was also uneasy as | felt this approach
mimicked the dynamics of a classroom environment and it was possible that conversants found it
difficult to not consider this a part of their schoolwork (see 3.3.6), and so feel compelled to engage
in a certain way. The group research conversation emphasised the power asymmetry and strongly
positioned me as the authoritarian researcher and them the researched. | therefore did not repeat

any group interview activities, electing for research conversations as discussed in (3.3.2 and 3.3.6).
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3.3.4 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

The data generated by the above research activities was analysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis
(RTA), following the principles set out by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021). Once qualitative data had
been collected and transcribed codes were developed (e.g. friendships, literacy, anxiety) to enable me
to analyse the data. RTA codes qualitative data and conceptualises into themes, which allowed me to
effectively identify patterns of experiences and perceptions of wellbeing across the data set (Given
2008). Thematic coding allowed me, as an analyst, to identify patterns and lines of enquiry that may
not be apparent otherwise, whilst prioritising the voice of the child by following a data-driven, as
opposed to theory-driven, approach (Boyatzis 1998). This considers the syntax and words of the raw
data, giving consistency, greater appreciation of the information and allows previously unheard voices
to permeate the research. | wanted to use a data-driven inductive approach to the analysis, with a
more semantic tendency to coding, which can be considered to draw more explicitly expressed, overt
meaning from the participants, whilst still considering implied, underlying meaning. (Braun & Clarke
2021). The first two phases, outlined below, were used following early data generation from use of

the initial research conversations, to shape the subsequent research design.

Thematic Analysis 1

Phase 1 — familiarisation

| familiarised myself with the data set by personally completing transcriptions of the initial research
conversations. Listening to the audio recordings and creating a verbatim written account of each one
(Bailey 2008) is an excellent way of familiarising oneself with the data set during phase one of
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021). | then listened again to the recordings alongside the
transcriptions ensuring there were no errors. This phase allowed me to become immersed in the

data set and to form some initial ideas for coding before progressing to Phase 2.
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Phase 2 — Generating initial codes

Once I finished transcribing the interviews, | worked systematically through the text to collate
interesting aspects that | felt might form the basis of repeated patterns, or themes. This gave me
lines of enquiry for follow up with further research conversations. Whilst Braun and Clarke (2022)
advocate a six-phase approach to thematic analysis, they are insistent on the importance and value
of the flexibility of thematic analysis. As the purpose of ‘Thematic Analysis 1’ was to generate lines of
enquiry to inform subsequent research activities, it felt superfluous to complete the remaining
phases on the data set at this point; particularly as the data would be included in ‘Thematic Analysis

2’ — which would be a full, six phase analysis of all data.

3.3.5 Multi-literacy research conversations

Following research conversations and phase one of the Braun and Clarke (2008) Thematic analysis
approach, | began to reflect on the quality and richness of responses | had received from the
children. Whilst some conversants had managed to competently articulate their experiences and
thoughts, others had been less forthcoming with their contributions and provided fewer illuminating
answers. This concerned me as the aim of this research was to gain the perspective and voices of all
participants, not just those who were most confident or articulate. Whiting (2015) suggests that this
may be due to the cognitive development of language skills of children of this age range, meaning
they are less able to articulate their experiences. This led me to reflect on my own research practice
and how effective this was in illuminating the child’s voice, which was a central aspect of this study. |
realised my best practice was when working with conversants who were more confident and
forthcoming in their contributions to the conversation. In these cases, the child’s voice was naturally
more emphasised, and my voice retreated into the background. The conversants held more of the
power in the conversation, demonstrated by the fact that they were able to lead the direction of

travel and topics as relevant to them, placing importance and emphasis where they liked. When
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reflecting on my work with respondents that had less vocal or assertive contributions, | noticed that |
was more likely to ‘fill the silence’, or ask additional, rephrased questions, which is one of the risks
when researching with children (Poole 2016). There were also early examples of me asking mildly
leading questions, all of which shifted the power and agency away from the child. This was
particularly poignant in Jen's initial research conversation where | was not particularly effective in
drawing out Jen’s authentic voice as there became an emphasis on ‘getting an answer’ and driving
the conversation forwards rather than facilitating a framework from which Jen’s authentic views
could emerge in her own time. Below is an extract from Jen’s research conversation that illustrates

this reflection:

R: When you got to the end of Year 6, you were starting to think about moving to
secondary school?

C: Yeah.

R: How did that feel?

:hmmm......scary.

: Ok. Why was it scary to you?

: | was worried about coming to secondary school.

: Mhmm... anything in particular?

: Just generally the whole thing was a bit ‘ahhhhhhhh! This is far too much’?
Yeah.

: Right, ok. So, did you know anyone else who was going to join?

No.

: | suppose that was quite scary as well, was it?

: Yeah.

NIOIONIOIODN

In this exchange, my voice is more prevalent than Jen’s, in both quantity of words spoken but also
with regards to the power held. When Jen is asked about what she was worried about when moving
to secondary school, she paused. Rather than allowing her the time she needed to think, | took the
opportunity from her by asking a closed leading question, essentially giving her a suggested answer
that she could agree with. This was obviously not authentically gaining her voice and views, and
likely led to bias when faced with the increased pressure this inevitably brought (Cairns-Lee 2022). |

was also concerned that Jen may have found this an awkward, possibly stressful, experience so | was
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keen to find ways to improve this experience for her. As a result of this reflection, | returned to
literature around eliciting the child’s voice and redesigned my subsequent data gathering approach,
culminating in my development of a new approach, that | named ‘multi-literacy research
conversations'. The following sections outline my exploration of different elicitation techniques that

informed multi-literacy research conversations.

3.3.5.1 Photo elicitation

Parker (2009 p.1125) suggests the use of visual elicitation techniques to support communication of
experiences, and ‘offers a voice to underrepresented and silenced groups’ whilst allowing a
researcher closer proximity to an experience. Visual elicitation can also go some way to address the
power differential between child and researcher, allowing equitable conditions for young people to
engage with research (Carter et al. 2014) in a relatable and accessible way. Thille et al (2021) discuss
memory as a multi-sensory phenomenon and that exploring different, often visual, methods to elicit
data during research activities can be a fruitful exercise and result in richer dialogue. This is
particularly true with children, who can find it challenging to rely purely on words to share their

experiences (Ford et al. 2017; Kirk 2007).

Photo elicitation, the use of photographs and video in interviews to stimulate dialogue, can support
young people in communicating their thoughts, feelings and emotions (Whiting 2015) with Pyle
(2013) arguing that there is a distinct hierarchy of the quality of media used, depending on how

involved children are in their production.
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Fig. 20 - Hierarchy of media used in photoeliciation (Pyle 2013) — adapted

Photographs/videos taken by children
Researcher provided — respondent is the
subject

Highest quality

subjects are known to
the respondent*
Researcher provided — | subjects are not

of other children known to the
respondent*

*Researcher addition to the model

| felt a refining of Pyle’s model appropriate as, through my professional experience, | know that
young people are often animated when viewing photographs and videos of other children that they

know, more so than unknown subjects (figure 20).

3.3.5.2 Metaphor Sort Technique

Clark (2004;2010) argues that established research activities, including verbal interrogation, is
unlikely to facilitate authentic and rich contributions in child centred research. Visual metaphor has
been used to elicit experiences of mental health and wellbeing that are difficult for young people to
articulate (Woodgate et al. 2021). Clark (2004) advocates the Metaphor Sort Technique (MST) as a
method of eliciting talk through engaging with metaphor, referencing a study when images of 25
places (e.g. a dark cave, a park on a sunny day, a large, dense crowd of people assembled in a city
park) were presented to respondents. Respondents then assessed the emotions or feelings
conveyed by the images and decided whether they could relate them to the illness with which they

were suffering. A conversation was held around the decision making and results, generating data.

Briggs (1986) discusses the advantages of engaging with respondents in the way they are most
accustomed to communicating. The respondents in this study have never been known the absence
of the internet and engage readily with their peers online in a variety of emerging ways (Boyd 2014),
with adolescents and young people now spending more time interacting digitally than face to face

(Boutet et al. 2021). This was reflected in data gathered in the preliminary research conversations as
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participants discussed the representation of secondary school on social media, and in films and on
television which | further explored in subsequent multi-literacy research conversations. Fane et al
(2018) capitalise on the online literacy of their young respondents by including emoji as a visual
research method for eliciting experiences of wellbeing, advocating this as part of a ‘multi-literacy’
approach to interview; a blend of written, read and spoken literacy, alongside engagement with
images and symbols. Emojis are a metaphor for feelings and emotions and have been used to
support young people in talking about anxiety (Setty et al. 2019) and assessment of pain (Donovan
2016). When comparing photographs of human faces, drawings of human faces, Brechet (2017)
found that drawings were more recognisable than photographs of real faces. This research was built
upon to produce a new set of emojis that were consistently more successful than emoticons,

drawings and photographs (Cherbonnier and Michinov 2021).

As a way of refining the practice of Cherbonnier and Michinov (2021), | decided to use these new
emojis as the images for a metaphor sort technique section of the multi-literacy research
conversation to provide a scaffold for the young people to contribute their perspectives, if they
found it difficult to do so, and to enhance the contribution of others. There was, however, no option
of a ‘neutral’ expression, nor an ‘excited’, the addition of which | felt might add to the quality of
responses. |, therefore, added these emojis from Fane et al. (2018) to refine Cherbonnier and
Michinov’s model. The complete set of emojis used in this research are appended (appendix 3). This
contributed to the development of a new variant of elicitation; a three phase multi-literacy interview
design intended to maximise the elicitation of data from my respondents, outlined in figure 21

overleaf:
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Fig. 21 - Multi-literacy Research Conversation Structure

Research Description
tool
Phase 1 Photo & 1) Share avideo of the conversants and their peers walking into the
Video main hall on their first day, for the first time and discuss with
Elicitation conversant.
2) Share photographs of conversants during their first day and discuss.
Phase 2 Metaphor Present children with two boxes and 8 cards, each displaying an emoji. Ask
Sort conversants to assess the feeling, mood or emotion they associate with each

Technique card and sort into either box 1 — relevant to transition, or box 2 — not
relevant to transition. Discussion of decisions made.

Phase 3 Follow up 1)Tell me about any stories that you saw on social media about secondary
questions school before you started.
2) Tell me about any stories you saw on films or on TV about Secondary
school before you started.
3) What are the biggest differences between being in primary school and
being in secondary school?
4) Did you think that the work would be different? How so? How did this
make you feel?
5) How have you changed since you were in primary school?
6) a. How did you feel about older students in school?

b. How do you feel now?
7) Would a buddy system have been good, as you started?
8)How do you feel about secondary school now?
9) What would you tell a current year 6 about moving to secondary school?
10) Is there anything else you’d like to say or tell me?

The addition of multi-literacy research conversations is reflected in the final revision of my research
approach (fig.22).

Research
conversations

Thematic Multiliteracy Thematic
analysis 1 research analysis 2
conversations

Group
Research
Conversation

Fig.22- Final Research Approach
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3.4 Research Ethics

Within this section, | outline my ethical, professional and personal positioning which inform this
research. This study was given ethical approval according to the scrutiny processes of the University
of the West of England, and | followed UWE-BERA guidance on ethical working, informed by this and

my wider reading.

3.4.1 Ethical Dimensions

The requirement of this research to be approved by the University ethics committee prior to the
research commencing facilitated consideration of potential ethical challenges. Head (2018) advises
caution, insisting that ensuring an ethical approach to research is more than a ‘one point review’,
but an evolving and reflexive undertaking that requires a researcher to carry the thread of ethics
through the entirety of the research, considering ethical issues as they arise and acknowledging that
ethical decisions need to be made ‘in the field’. AlIminde and Warming (2020) argue that procedural
ethics, such as those governed by ethics committees, should be considered alongside relational
ethics; ‘acting from our hearts and minds’ and ‘taking responsibility for actions and their
consequences’ (Alminde and Warming (2020p. 439). Ellis (2007) also draws the distinction between
procedural ethics, relational ethics and, additionally, situational ethics — unpredictable, often subtle,
moments that come up in the field — that might include discomfort with the research process. This
perspective offered a more rigorous approach to ethical research that | felt important to ascribe to.

These dimensions are discussed in more detail below.
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3.4.2 Procedural Ethics

Fletcher (2021) considers procedural ethics to be the principles that inform the ethical codes of
institutions. Researcher facing, this is usually evidenced in the form of an application to the ethics
committee as part of rules-based research compliance (Head 2018). Positioned in the Kantian ethical
and moral school of thought; aiming for a supreme principle of morality (De Vera 2019), Shaw (2019)
argues that procedural ethics is a positivist approach to ethics requiring researchers to obtain ethical
approval for projects by highlighting likely ethical dilemmas and tensions that may arise in the
research. | agree that this is important to safeguard participants and researchers but is a snapshot
review of ethics, done before research commences and other issues have had opportunity to
emerge. Procedural ethics, then, offer an essential ethical foundation but is not a stand-alone

process that ‘deals’ with ethics. What follows are the procedural ethical foundations of this research.

UWE ethical guidance (UWE 2017) follows the practice and code of the British Educational Research
Association (as updated in BERA 2018) and has three principles that underpin work with children and
young people: ‘The rights of the child should be respected’, ‘The agency of the child should be
maintained’ and ‘The safety of the child should be secured’. These principles align with my axiology
as expressed in Chapter Four. Along with my own professional safeguarding qualifications and
experience, and institutional policies, this laid the foundation for my safeguarding and child
protection responsibilities as part of the research and provided a useful reference in ethical decision
making. Sikes and Potts (2008) advise that researchers ask, ‘how they would feel if they or their
children, family, friends or acquaintances were ‘researched’ by them’, supporting Christians’ (2005,
cited in Kennedy 2006) view that ethical considerations are evolving, giving us an additional strategy

to use in the case of unexpected issues arising.
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3.4.2.1 Informed Consent

The UWE approach to ethical research follows the practice and code of the British Educational
Research Association (BERA 2018) involving fully informed, voluntary consent of participants before
research commences. McRae et al. (2011) question whether this is even achievable, acknowledging
that consent should be secured ‘where possible’, with Grooten-Wiegers et al. (2015) arguing that
many children are unable to give fully-informed consent due to the complexities of some areas of
research. BERA (2018) note that some professional bodies, including the British Medical Association
(BMA), advocate for the enrolment of children in research even where no direct participant benefit
occurs. This goes against my axiology which prioritises the empowerment of children and ensuring
that they have their rights respected. It was important to me that all participants were empowered
to make a fully informed decision in line with Articles twelve and thirteen of the United Nations

Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UN 1989) and my own axiology.

Conversants were only included in my research once | had | receive fully informed, written consent
from them and a parent/carer in line with UWE and BERA guidelines, and my own ethical and
axiological positioning. Conversants were presented with an accessible overview of the research and
the ethical restraints surrounding it, in the form of a Participant Information Sheet (PIS) and
Research Consent Form (RCF), which explained how questions could be asked of the researcher, and
consent be withdrawn. As the conversants are considered vulnerable and under the age of consent, |
insisted on consent from both the participant and their parents or carers for them to be included in
the research. The language used on the participant information sheet was kept simple and parents
were asked to read through the information with their child and discuss it ahead of them giving
consent. The language used in the PIS and RCF was checked with a Primary School Headteacher and
Year Six teacher to ensure its age-appropriateness and accessibility. Both documents are appended

(appendix 1 and 2).
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Teacher-led research in schools can be seen as ‘schoolwork’, i.e. non-negotiable, by participants due
to the expectations of school and the power relations that exist between students and teachers
(Denscombe and Aubrook 1992). This raised an ethical dilemma as it is important that students not
only felt able to consent, but also to not consent. To secure fully informed and voluntary consent in
this context, it was even more crucial that | was explicit that participation was voluntary, data would
be anonymised, and gave information about the research and how contributions would be used.
Participants were sent the PIS and RCF to their homes where they were away from the institutional
pressures of school and so more likely to feel able to genuinely consent or refuse, as they wished. |
felt this would encourage participants who were positively engaged in the study, rather than
reluctant acquiescence — or worse lack of refusal, promoting the rights of the child and rigorous

data.

A deadline for withdrawal pre-anonymisation of data was be given approximately six months after
consent was obtained. Following this date, due to anonymisation and destruction of original
recordings, identifying and withdrawing data was likely to be impossible. Schaefer and Wertheimer
(2010 p.21) note that privacy concerns are ‘relatively minimal when data is ‘de-identified”’, with
Cornock (2018 p.1) agreeing that ‘the right to be forgotten’ does not mean that data gained need be
completely erased if it was obtained lawfully and is still necessary for the research, under General
Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) legislation. This respects the legislation that requires data
holders to ensure that data is kept securely and erased when it is no longer needed (European Union
2018 article 5.1.e). Conversants were notified as to the nature of data collected about them and how
it would be stored and used on the PIS. All data was digitised and stored on the UWE One Drive
securely and with password protection. Pseudonyms were given at the point of transcription, after

which audio recordings were deleted.
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3.4.2.2 Personal Positionality

Researching students that | teach meant my positionality as their teacher, with regards to ethical
research, needed to be scrutinised so that participants were able to take part in an authentic way, as
‘people’s willingness to talk to you, and what people say to you, is influenced by who they think you
are.” (Drever cited in Mercer 2007 p.10); the relationship | hold with respondents could have
impacted on the candour of their contributions. The complexities of my insider-outsider researcher
positioning are discussed in Chapter One, and as | am part of the school community and have a role
within it, students may have potentially felt obliged to consent, and present their contributions in a
favourable light (Costley et al 2010). Shah (2004. cited in Mercer 2007) agrees that students may not
share certain information with an insider researcher for fear of reprisal or less favourable future
treatment, which has consequences for the research, suggesting respondents may not be as open as
with an outsider researcher. | pride myself on developing and maintaining positive relationships
rooted in mutual respect with students under my care and my role involves regular conversations
about sensitive topics with them. This lends weight to the view that more positive power
relationships are often ignored (McLeod 2008), and whilst students may have felt obliged to respond
in a disingenuous way to me as their Head of Year, it is possible that students felt safe and

comfortable enough to discuss their true feelings with me, as a result of our positive relationship.

As | work at the school where the research took place, Costley et al (2010) point there are certain
personal and institutional risks that may apply, including:

1) Possible criticism of transition actions within the school might have offended the
professionals/school concerned, and could have affected both institutional reputation and my
professional working relationships or standing;

2) My knowledge of the politics, relationships and procedures of the school, as well as access to
secondary data, could have affected my analysis and evaluation of the project so | needed to be alert

to this risk.
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3) My professional reputation could have been damaged as a result of me conducting the research, if

it was not conducted in an ethically rigorous manner, or if it interfered with my work

4) The relationships between myself and students and their parents/carers could have been

damaged

5) My position and role within the school could have been called into question

In response to the above | utilised elements of appreciative enquiry and formative evaluative
approach, ensuring that the positives of existing programmes were highlighted in addition to areas
that would benefit from development (Hammond 2013), helping to preserve my professional
relationships. The school supports my research as part of my professional development and, as the
strategic lead of transition in my setting, any recommendations are primarily directed at my role.
This research was conducted in line with my own professional integrity, with a detailed knowledge of

the school and local community dynamics.

It was important that | continually employed reflexivity and was aware of how my positioning might
affect the research (Holland 1999, D’Cruz et al. 2019), with the aim of conducting an ethically
rigorous research project. Merriam et al. (2001) suggest that having both insider and outsider
researchers on the research team can help to minimise some of the risks of insider-research. As a
doctoral student my research supervisors had invaluable perspectives as outsiders, encouraging my

own reflexivity.
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3.4.2.3 Data management

The research complied with UWE research rules, the Data Protection Act (1998), and GDPR
legislation (EU 2018). Whilst approaches such as fictionalising and pseudonyms can, and were, used
to avoid identifying participants, Christians (2005, cited in Kennedy 2006) contends that full
confidentiality is impossible as, even with the use of anonymising practices, these are often
recognised by insiders. To conduct this research ethically, it was not enough to interpret ethical
guidelines as ‘black and white’ and omniscient. It was my ethical and moral responsibility to abide by
the ethical guidelines and to gain a pragmatic knowledge of ethical issues pertinent to the research,
such as confidentiality and anonymity, so issues could be genuinely resolved. | used pseudonyms for
all conversants and institutions, and fictionalisation when sharing personal accounts to avoid
identification, which are acknowledged in the thesis. Conversants and institutions were informed as
to the level of confidentiality and anonymity that could be afforded, for them to make a fully

informed decision to be involved, or not.

Physical data was stored in a Locked filing cabinet to which only | had keys. This was used to store
the recording device and audio files pending the transcription, their anonymisation and the deletion
of files. The locked filing cabinet was used as a temporary step. All ICT based materials were stored
in the UWE OneDrive secure system. |, as the principal researcher, had sole access to the data, which
was password protected as supported by the research governance process at the University of the
West of England. Audio recordings of interviews were deleted once they were transcribed and

checked.

99| Page



3.4.2.4 Risks to Researcher

There was a risk that participants could share perspectives that made them emotionally vulnerable,
this in turn could have affected me as the researcher. | am trained and experienced in supporting
students with emotional vulnerabilities and had safeguards in place if this occurred. Conversants
would be referred through the school pastoral system for support. As Designated Safeguarding Lead
for the school, | have responsibility for safeguarding and child protection and have extensive
knowledge of local safeguarding procedures and experience of working with external agencies. All

safeguarding concerns would be processed in line with school and Local Authority procedures.

There is concern that doctoral students are less likely to consider the effects their research can have
on their wellbeing (Velardo and Elliott 2018). It was conceivable that a participant may give an
emotional account, particularly as the study is exploring perceptions of wellbeing, and that this may
have affected my own wellbeing. | am an experienced Senior Leader, Head of Year and am trained
and proficient in dealing with children having difficulties and the school support network would be
tapped into if the child experienced stress because of the research, or if they made a disclosure. |
hold an enhanced disclosure under the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), as do my doctoral
supervisors, am the Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL) and have qualification and experience in
supporting young people’s mental health and wellbeing and have professional responsibility to

protect them from harm and promote their welfare.

3.4.2.5 — Photography and video consent

Informed consent was secured from all participants before they were included in any research
activities. It is important, however, to note that other members of the student body featured in

stimulus photographs and videos used during multi-literacy research conversations.

During the school admission process, all students and their families sign a consent form that

outlines, in conjunction with the privacy policy, how data, including videos, photographs and CCTV
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footage, are stored and used by the school. This document outlines that personal data for students
on roll may be used to ‘look after student wellbeing’ and to ‘keep track of how well we're
performing and assess the quality of our services’. The policy also explicitly states that information
may be used for research purposes. My line manager, a member of the senior leadership team,
acted as an independent gatekeeper and authorised the videos and photographs for use in this

research (Appendix 6). My Director of Studies has viewed the unredacted version of this document.

The videos and images shown to conversants as part of the multi-literacy research conversations
were collected as a part of normal practice by the head of year team and would ordinarily be shown
to students during assemblies and celebration evenings, as was the case with these resources. This,
alongside gaining consent from all families, minimised any ethical risk of using these photographs

and videos as part of this project.

| entered sections of the consent document into internet search engines which quickly identified the
study school, and photographs and videos of students in their school uniform would do the same.
So, whilst it is appreciated that appending these documents, alongside examples of the videos and
photographs used, might give useful context to the reader, due to commitments of anonymity and
confidentiality outlined to participants, | do not consider it ethical to do so. Additionally, | would like
this research to have impact on professional policy and practice and including pictures of children
would mean the thesis would not be publicly available and, therefore, limit its impact. My
supervisory team have acted as gatekeepers by viewing physical copies of the above-mentioned
documents and resources in full. They have confirmed that they are happy that the use of them is

ethical.

3.4.3 Situational Ethics

After ethical approval has been granted, there are further, unanticipated, ethical dilemmas that may
arise during the research; situational ethics (Reid et al. 2018). Weis (2019) argues in favour of

situational ethics as an alternative to procedural ethics which, she notes, offers empowering
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research that can address existing disadvantaging power relations, like that in the case of teacher-
student. | disagree and feel that procedural ethics are crucial, for the reasons outlined above, but
also due to the ethical planning that it prompts. Before research began, | highlighted, and considered
how | could minimise, risks to my conversants, myself or my institutions. A solely situational
approach would mean beginning the research without these considerations. | consider procedural
ethics to be imperative basic standard that all research projects must meet, whilst acknowledging

the merits of using a situational and relational approaches to ethics as the research progresses.

The conversants in this research were children under the age of 18. This research concerns their
perspectives on their own and others’ wellbeing and support given to them. My experience and
current responsibilities allow me to manage any disclosures which would require further action; and
to deal confidently and sensitively should any distress become evident. | used the school’s pastoral

system and policies to access post-interview support for conversants where necessary.

As an Assistant Headteacher and DSL, | am experienced in managing quickly developing, challenging
situations and finding a resolution that prioritises the welfare, safety and voice of the child. It is this,
alongside the procedural ethical considerations, that informed my approach to issues arising ‘in the

field.

3.4.4 Relational Ethics

Qualitative research has the potential to do emotional and reputation harm to researchers and
participants (Shaw 2019) as discussed earlier in this chapter. Beyond the ethical approval form, and
the acknowledgement of situational ethics, sits the inherent way a researcher approaches their
research, acting from a place of humanity and considering the consequences to their actions as part
of their own moral and ethical positioning. My positioning within relational ethics is rooted in my

axiology, explored in Chapter one.
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Meloni et al. (2015) reflects on the changing status of children in the field of research, from objects
of research to experts in their social worlds who have valuable and important stories to tell. Whilst
children are seen as dependents in society, Carnevale et al. (2017 p.274) argue for a framework that
positions children as simultaneously ‘agential and dependent’, arguing against the concept of a
person making decisions for a child. Meaning that although there is a social responsibility of adults
to protect and look after children, this should not mean that a binary relationship exists between
children and adults, where adults make decisions for children, but instead a consideration of a
child’s moral positioning to ensure a sense of moral experience — the extent to which a child feels
their values are being respected. The practice implications for this research are in the execution of
research tools that have been designed to centre the conversants in the research, in the semantic-
led coding of research conversations (discussed in 4.1) and in the rights respecting approach

discussed hereafter.

3.4.5 A child centred, rights respecting approach

The positioning of children at the centre of this research, and the prioritisation of their voices was of
great importance to me. As an Assistant Headteacher, Designated Safeguarding Lead and ex-Head of
Year, | have spent much of my professional life speaking with students and believe that their voices
and views should be taken seriously, and without condescension. This positioning aligns with Articles
twelve and thirteen of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989)
which, despite being ratified by the United Kingdom in 1991, does not have the presence it deserves
in comprehensive education (Butcher 2018) despite Article 42 legislating that ‘Governments must
actively work to make sure children and adults know about the Convention’. One of the four key
areas of impact identified by UNICEF is wellbeing (Fairhall et al. 2021), which this study aims to
promote. Rights respecting research acknowledges that the research participants are children, and

therefore vulnerable, and the research design should reflect this to ensure they hold autonomy,
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particularly in this case where the research activities take place in a place of asymmetric power; their
school (Stapf et al. 2023). Alderson (2012) argues that researchers wishing to conduct rights-
respecting research must have an understanding of children’s rights and how the views of children

are idiosyncratic, and care should be taken to ensure their views are represented faithfully.

As part of my professional practice in safeguarding and child protection, the agency of the child is
prioritised and their voices must be heard, and | work to ensure this is the case. This can manifest in
children having agency over the decisions made about their care arrangements, taken seriously
when making disclosures or requiring referrals that meet their articulated needs. This involves
working in a trauma informed way to ensure children feel safe, have choices and a sense of control
in a situation and are empowered (Record-Lemon and Buchanan 2017). Data was gathered in a way
that supported children to feel physically and emotionally safe. This was executed by ensuring that
all conversants were actively involved in the consent process (see 3.4.2.1) and were given choices
over research spaces where research conversations took place, with a researcher that had a well-
developed knowledge of trauma (Ayre and Krishnamoorthy 2020). They had the option to pick
familiar places where they felt most comfortable and were positioned near the exit in rooms, so they
did not feel trapped. | explained explicitly to participants the principles that underlie this research;
that conversants were considered experts in their field, and those that have a right to be heard and
to contribute to decisions made about the transition process. The chosen research methods allowed
children a sense of control, choice and empowerment in that they could guide the conversation to

areas that may be important to them and have input over the improvement of future provision.

The Children Act (DfE 1989) outlines the importance of gaining children’s views on important decisions
that affect them and the need to have regard for their emotional needs. The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN 1989) was ratified in 1990 and children’s rights to express

their views on matters that concern them, and for those views to be given due weight, enshrined in
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Articles 12 and 13 (UN 1989). The United Kingdom ratified the UNCRC in 1991, enshrining the rights
within law. As such, | do not consider a child-centred approach merely something to consider, more

an obligation to uphold as part of my axiology and professional duties.

Articles twelve and thirteen of the UNCRC are perhaps the most apposite and referred to in research

with children and outline that:

Article 12 (respect for the views of the child) Every child has the right to express their views, feelings
and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously.
This right applies at all times, for example during immigration proceedings, housing decisions or the
child’s day-to-day home life.

And;

Article 13 (freedom of expression) Every child must be free to express their thoughts and opinions
and to access all kinds of information, as long as it is within the law.

Respect for the above articles is reflected in this research by way of a commitment to the facilitation
of the authentic voice of the child by carefully considering, and refining, ways of eliciting this voice
(outlined in 3.3.2 and 3.3.6). The largely semantic approach to reflexive thematic analysis also
ensures that analysis begins with the words of the child; exploring meaning at surface level of the
data and prioritising overt meaning. This emphasises a co-constructed voice (see 2.13) and reduced
the risk of dilution of the voice of the child by the researcher inferring the perspective of the child
(Zhang 2015) as a secondary consideration. This is also reflected ethically in the process that was
undertaken to gain fully informed consent from conversants, including pupil-friendly explanations of
the research process, use of age-appropriate language and encouraging parents and carers to take
time to discuss this with their children separately (see 3.4.2.1) to ensure that the consent process

was accessible to children and respected their rights, as encouraged by Maguire et al. (2018).
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Chapter Four - Findings and Analysis

This chapter is a presentation of the findings and analysis of this research and uses the guidelines for
Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) as laid out by Braun and Clarke (2021) and as explained in Chapter
three. As distinct from some formats that present the findings and analysis of research in separate, |
have chosen to present them together in one chapter that weaves both data extracts and, analysis

and interpretation.

After | had transcribed research conversations, multi-literacy research conversations and group
interviews (appendix 4 and 5 show examples), | developed codes following a period of
familiarisation. Codes were then grouped into themes based on patterns and shared meaning, which
are discussed below. Extracts of the data set are used to illustrate aspects of each theme with ‘C’

referring to the research conversant, and ‘R’ referring to the researcher in transcriptions.

In this chapter | first explain how | applied the principles of Braun and Clarke’s (2021) guidance to
the data corpus. | then give an overview of the analysis to the reader by presenting a thematic map.
Then, each theme is presented in detail alongside illustrative examples from the data, followed by
analysis and discussion with the wider literature. | also explore the impact of multi-literacy research
conversations, outlined in 3.3.6, as a method of eliciting talk from some of the conversants.
Alderfer’s model of wellbeing, discussed in chapter 2 (2.3.3.2), is developed through the lens of the

findings to develop a transition focussed model of wellbeing.

4.1 Procedures of analysis

| began the analysis of data by listening to the recordings of my research conversations and
transcribed them as part of the familiarisation phase of Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA). As |
completed all research activities and analysis myself, | was immersed in the data throughout the
research which allowed a high level of familiarity and understanding of some nuances that may be

lost during transcription which ensured greater validity and reliability of transcription (Brinkmann
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and Kvale 2018). Recordings of research conversations were deleted following transcription. Whilst
technology and third-party companies exist to complete transcription for researchers, | felt it
important to complete all transcriptions myself without the use of transcription software or
outsourcing. This was primarily as it supported me in the familiarisation phase of thematic analysis
(King et al 2019) whilst ensuring that | complied with GDPR (General Data Protection Regulations)
legislation, BERA and university research governance by not sharing participant data. The purpose of
the familiarisation phase of RTA is to be immersed in the data and researcher transcription can be
invaluable in facilitating a deep understanding so that patterns may be more readily identified
(Byrne 2021). | listened to each recording several times and created a transcription format on
Microsoft Word to type up the conversations. | selected pseudonyms for all respondents, place
names and the names of schools and teachers as part of my commitment to anonymity and
confidentiality. ‘St Peter’s Primary School’ and ‘Dillon Road Secondary School’ are the pseudonyms
used for references to specific primary and secondary schools. Examples of these transcripts are
appended (Appendix 4 and 5). Once | had completed the set of transcriptions, | read them whilst
listening to the recordings once more and made any corrections, to ensure greater accuracy and

reliability.

| then progressed onto the coding phase of RTA, beginning by reading the transcriptions twice, once
at home and once in the university library. Changing the physical space in which analysis takes place
is cited as a way of ensuring rigour as a different perspective can be gleaned (Braun and Clarke
2021). Whilst reading | highlighted interesting data extracts and annotated codes in the margins next
to them. | paid equal attention to all the data during this phase, highlighting anything that |
considered meaningful. | employed an inductive, as opposed to deductive, approach to coding; it
was important that conversants articulations of their experiences where the starting point of coding

development rather than existing theory and concepts (Braun and Clarke 2021). Whilst | wanted to
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lead with an inductive approach, Braun and Clarke (2021) argue that it is impossible to work purely
inductively as all researchers will bring their professional and personal experiences to the data which
will influence any analysis (explored further in 4.1.1). In my case | will have viewed the data as an
educator through the lens of significant professional experience of working with children and
managing transition which undoubtedly influenced my analysis despite my efforts for this not to be
the case. Within this acknowledgment, my approach was inductively based, beginning with the raw
data to gather the authentic perspectives of the participants, rather than a theory-led deductive

approach.

A large portion of the coding was semantic and took the words spoken by respondents on face value
to construct meaning, rather than what | thought they meant. Braun and Clarke (2021) argue that a
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