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Exploring the view of children, parents and professionals during the transition 
from preschool to primary school:  

tools used in the START project (Italian case study)   
 

Introduction 

In the Italian context, the issues of educational continuity and transition between Early Childhood 

Education (ECE) and Compulsory School Education (CSE) started to be discussed, both at the 

institutional and pedagogical levels, in the 60s. Such discussion followed the push for 

democratization of the Italian public school system, that characterized the social and political 

context of those years. It was only at the beginning of the 1990s  when two laws were enacted, 

Law 148/1990 and Ministerial Decree 16-11-1992  that such pedagogic and institutional debate 

was translated, through various experimentations at the school level. These laws not only 

acknowledged the equal status of the educational activities carried out in each type of school (pre-

primary, primary and junior high), but also outlined the pedagogical practices to be carried out at 

institutional and inter-institutional level for the implementation of educational continuity (Calidoni 

& Calidoni, 1995). Within this framework, ECE and CSE institutions preserve their own specific 

pedagogical identity but, at the same time, they are connected by mutual obligations which revolve 

around the promotion of  

between different levels of the education system. In the framework of inter-institutional 

collaboration, projects aimed at promoting educational continuity should be jointly planned and 

carried out by ECE and CSE teachers. Specifically, such projects should focus on the exchange of 

s experiences in ECE institutions, the exchange of information 

zation of joint initiatives aimed at introducing children to new 

school environments. Over the years, such projects have contributed innovative practices to 

ple is the memory suitcase  (Canevaro et al., 1996). By 

memory suitcase

scuola dell infanzia. We consider 

learning experiences as a whole, to encompass many symbolic means through which learning could 

be described or recalled by each child.   

Discussing documentation within collegial meetings involving both ECE and CSE teachers is not only 

limited to the exchange of information about the personal history of each child, it also extends to 
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confrontations on pedagogical approaches adopted within each setting. In this sense the discussion 

of documentation aims at promoting a common understanding of educational work between ECE 

and CSE teachers. It is on the basis of this common understanding that continuity initiatives should 

be jointly planned and carried out with  

These initiatives may comprise school visits in which newcomers are welcomed by older children, 

exchanging messages and other materials with primary school classes, working on common projects 

involving children in scuola dell nfanzia and scuola primaria. 

is also considered to be essential in supporting the process of transition: for this reason, meetings 

with parents are specifically organized with the purpose of providing information on the new school 

environment but also to exchange information about each child. Finally, within these policy 

documents (Law 148/1990 and Ministerial Decree 16-11-1992), the elaboration of continuing 

professional development paths involving ECE and CSE teachers are also encouraged through 

collaboration with training and research agencies at local level. 

Through the years, the experimentations that were consolidated in the 1990s progressively became 

routine practices adopted on an annual basis by most of the Italian schools. The practices that are 

most commonly implemented in transition projects carried out in Italian preschool and primary 

school are described in the sheets reported in Annex 4. 

Such transformation from experimentation to routine practices has led however to the 

bureaucratization of educational continuity, where transition projects are carried out by pre- and 

primary school teachers every year in the same way. In this context, the aim of START research has 

been two-fold: first, we intended to re-conceptualize the educational continuity practices, starting 

from those carried out in each school involved in the study; second, to transform and experiment 

new practices that would better address  

 

In this toolkit we will present:  

1. the tools u -conceptualize the pedagogical 

vision of educational continuity;  

2. the tools used to center the experimentation on the voice to children and families;  

3. information sheets describing briefly the most common activities developed in educational 

continuity projects in the Italian context. 
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1.  

 

a pedagogical environment that 

consolidated practices that risk being implemented mechanically.  

 

1.1 The questionnaire 

T  been 

distributed to both ECE and CSE teachers in the schools of Vignola, where the Italian research team 

has carried out the case study. The questionnaire was given to each teacher individually, following 

their informed written consent, and contained open ended questions to be answered in written 

form.  

 

The question directed to ECE teachers is:  

1. The transition from ECE to CSE is a time when children experience great changes, both on a 

relational level and in terms of learning. Based on your experience, what do you think are 

the competence acquired by children in the last year of kindergarten that could support 

them in facing this step in the best possible way? 

 

The question directed to CSE teacher is:  

2. In dealing with the transition from ECE to CSE, some children may have difficulty in settling 

in into the new educational context, to conform to the new rules and to new demands from 

teachers. Based on your experience, what do you think are the greatest difficulties that 

children encounter in this transition? And what do you think are the necessary pre-requisites 

so that children can face this step in the best possible way? 

 

The questionnaire was administered to teachers of both levels of schools at the very beginning of 

and to prepare the ground for more in-depth considerations and thoughts on educational 

continuity.  
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1.2 Observations 

 

After administering the questionnaire, the research team has conducted classroom observations in 

ECE and CSE schools in Vignola. The research team has used an observation schedule that would let 

initiatives, space and time, and would also give the possibility 

to the researcher to note some reflection. A prototype of such observation schedule is reported 

below. 
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1.3 Focus groups 

 

A further tool that we have deployed for 

represented by focus groups. The focus groups with school professionals were used to analyse the 

needs characterising the school context studied, which also represented the first stage of the 

research. Focus groups with teachers have been then enriched with information provided by 

parents and children, in relation to their perception of continuity and transition.  The focus groups 

were based on semi-structured, open-ended questions, to facilitate the discussion and to highlight 

similarities and difference in the perception of continuity. The ultimate purpose of the focus group 

was to explore the meaning and the lived experiences around educational continuity.  

 

The semi-structured questions were organized around three major themes: (1) critical issues, (2) 

good practices, (3) support offered by the project. Below we offer some example of the questions 

asked during the focus groups with teachers:  

 

1. What do you think are the main difficulties that children face in their transition from 

childhood to primary education? (observations related to concrete experiences from 

primary school teachers, feedback from parents reported to ECEC professionals, if 

younger siblings are present); 

 

2. How do you try to facilitate this transition to childhood and primary education? Are there 

any particular devices that are adopted in the case of children with special educational 

needs? What positive feedback did you have regarding the effectiveness of these 

strategies? (story of a concrete episode); 

 
 

3. What are the major difficulties that you think a teacher has to face in moving from ECEC 

to CSE and which support could be useful? And at the same time, what kind of support 

would ECEC professionals receive, compared to their primary school colleagues? 

 

The idea of the focus group is then to promote a dialogical exchange between the participants, 

generating a shared reflection grounded in the experiences of each teacher. Such shared reflection 
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represents the foundation of a renewed process of educational continuity where all actors are 

  

 

In one of the focus groups, Teacher 1 working in preschool elaborates an argument about some of 

the issues that parents reported to her in the transition of their children to primary school:  

 

about this aspect: their children go willingly to school, but they miss an authentic 
relationship. They miss, for example, the possibility of hugging their teacher, and then 
going back to their tasks. You see this is natural for us. I think that for you in primary 
school to have such relationships is hard. 
requirements of primary school, because if children are not performing well the 

 
(Preschool Teacher 1)  
 
 

In the above passage, Preschool Teacher 1 describe a crucial issue in transition from ECEC to CSE: 

the different ways in which teachers build their relationships with children. Passing from a nurturing 

environment, whereby relationships are more intimate and so it is the display of emotions, to a 

more detached type of relationship can cause distress in children. Importantly, she recognizes a 

systemic factor influencing CSE teachers

education, emphasizing predetermined academic outcomes, standardised testing (i.e.: national 

INVALSI tests) and compliance. Such factors play a pervasive influence on teachers, who seem to 

not prioritize relationships over predetermined academic outcomes.  

 

Primary School Teacher 6 reflects on two important aspe

autonomy and the structuring of the day:  

 

to get to the point where they are sitting down, quietly; then your methodology has 
to include an alternation of time, moments, and so on, this is clear; but the question 
is <<do you want the child to be autonomous while at ECEC services or at the 
beginning of the primary school?>> And here the management of time and space is 
important. Kids need to learn how to manage themselves at a time of non-structured 
activities and this is becoming more and more difficult because nowadays children 

 
(Primary School Teacher 6) 
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Teacher 6 highlights the substantial difference between ECEC and CSE as the latter being more 

organized in terms of spaces and time, and where learning happens more as through listening to an 

adult instead of through a free inquiry process. She also believes that is important that ECEC and 

CSE teachers agree 

context they should be expected to achieve it.  

 

The following section presents the tools used to centre the voices of children and their families in 

their experience of transition from ECEC to CSE. 
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2. Tools used to center the voice to children  

 

2.1 Drawings 

 

In order to research how children themselves experience the transition from ECEC services to CSE, 

we have used tools that valued their nuanced perspectives, as well as those of their parents. 

Drawing was one of such tools. The drawing process was facilitated in a context in which children 

would have not felt judged by the primary school teachers, nor the researchers. Additionally, it 

 During an agreed 

visit to children who recently transited to primary schools, ECEC educators have asked them to 

prepare a gift consisting of a drawing about their experience in the new school settings and how it 

differs from the preschool. In this section we present some of the drawings we deemed as more 

significant.  

 

Left: boy in ECEC classroom setting while colouring. Right: same boy in primary setting, sitting on his desk, studying the 

different seasons 
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Left: child in ECEC setting, playing in the garden. Right: same child in primary setting, sitting on his desk listening to the 

teacher 

 

 

 

 
 
 
The analysis of the graphic representations produced by the children in first grade highlights that 

the elements of discontinuity with ECEC settings are predominant compared to those of continuity 

(which are highlighted only in rare cases). In particular, as can be seen from the images above, the 

main elements of discontinuity that characterize the transition between the two educational 

contexts refer to: 

- learning environment: multiplicity of environments represented at the kindergarten (classroom, 

garden,) versus class as the core of the teaching activities (the gym and the external environment 

are rarely illustrated in primary school settings); 

- activities: while activities mainly represented by children in kindergarten refer to free play with 

classmates, to creative activities and routines such as lunch and afternoon rest,  the activities 

represented by children in primary school refer to situations such as listening to the teacher and 

copying what is written on the board (only rarely are moments of play during the recreation or the 

time of the table); 
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- body and agency: if the body is designed in its infancy, referring to a full involvement of children 

in the learning situations represented (also through the body), at primary school the body tends to 

be represented mostly in partial way and with a predominantly passive role (children sitting behind 

a desk, only the teacher is represented in full); 

- relationships between children: although in both cases the children are mostly represented 

together with their peers, peer interactions seem to be the focus of the situations illustrated in the 

childhood school while in the situations represented at primary school this aspect rarely appears (in 

most part of the cases the children are drawn frontally seated in separate counters). 

 

2.2  

From the analysis of the data collected through the conversations with the children of the last year 

of preschool (Annex 1) it was found that their expectations regarding primary school contained both 

elements recalling their experience in preschool (the possibility of becoming of friends, to play in 

moments of pause between one activity and another, to learn new things) and elements that 

anticipate change (Corsaro and Molinari, 2005), such as a different structuring of spaces (presence 

of benches and blackboards) and a greater formalization of learning (learning to read and write, 

numbers, doing homework). 

 

'I think that [in primary school] there are so many desks, the blackboard, the IWB and I think 
I can learn to read and write in italics' (Giorgia, age 5) 
 

to do gymnastics and write' (Abraham, age 5) 
 
'[In primary school] I think I find so many friends to tell secrets, I expect to learn a lot of words, 
numbers, and study and I want to study leaves to know how they become leaves'(Halit, age 5) 
 
'[In primary school I think I find] many friends with whom I can play, and then also a nice park, 
and then also some nice things, and I think I learn to read and write' (Thomas, age 5) 

 

At the same time, children were interviewed individually by preschool teachers about their 

achievements. C  offered rich 

insights about their capabilities and coping strategies, feeding into the reflective process that 

involved both preschool and primary school teachers in the design of the pilot. In this sense, the 

image of children as competent and confident learners was put at the core of the experimentation. 

Discus
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activity is] to tell [made-up] stories and those that the teachers tell us. [The thing I am 
best at is] drawing. [When I do not cope with something] I feel like crying but then I try 

(Yassmin, age 5) 
 

what my friends are saying. I learned to colour and drawing. I learned that when 
someone calls me I have to go, and also when the teachers call me I have to go. [My 
favourite activity is] gymnastic. [The thing I am best at is] doing gymnastic. [When I do 

(Francesco, age 5) 
 

[children]. [My favourite activity is] writing and drawing. [The thing I am best at is] 
drawing. [When I do not cope with something] sometimes I get angry and then I try 

(Gabriella, age 5) 
 

to eat by myself and to colour. [My favourite activity is] building with blocks. [The thing 
I am best at is] carrying out the morning roll call and numbers. [When I do not cope with 

(Godswill, age 5) 
 
 play with the castle, to draw and to look at books. 
[My favourite activity is] drawing. [The thing I am best at is] reading books. [When I do 
not cope with something] I try again (Marwa, age 5) 
 

behave well, to work, to draw and to make effort. [My 
favourite activity is] colouring. [The thing I am best at is] drawing castles. [When I do not 
cope with something] I think I look for other things to draw and I draw those which I am 
better at (Alessio, age 5) 
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3. Tools used to center the voice to parents 

 

3.1 Questionnaire for parents 

One of the tools that has been used to engage parents and families in the discussion about transition 

of their children has been an open-ended questionnaire (Annex 2). Whereas drawings 

and individual interviews were carried out only in the preschool involved in the pilot, the 

questionnaire was administered to all parents of preschool children moving to primary school within 

the DD Vignola, having in mind the more long-term goal of scaling up the experimented transition 

practice beyond the duration of the project. The questionnaire was aimed at 

hopes and expectations  as well as perceived challenges  in their children transitions from pre-

school to primary schools and how these could be potentially overcome. The semi-structured 

questions included the following questions:  

- In September your child will move on to primary school. What are your hopes and 

if any?  

- What do you think it would be important to support your child in facing this transition? 

The data collected through the questionnaires revealed that discontinuity assumptions  related to 

regulated across the two environments  are often at the origin of fears and concerns: 

[it worries me] Negative initial impact. A very rigid method of learning could lead to 
the "closure" of my son who already has a character who is shy in the group. " 
 
I expect a school where the children are always sitting at the desk and this worries me 

a lot because my son has problems with a condition of hyperactivity and oppositional 
disorder. [...] All schools of every grade and level should have at least some 
characteristics of kindergarten. The ability to play even if with different frequencies 
and times, to move, not to receive summary evaluations but only for competence . 
 
The biggest concern is to know that it does not resists so much sitting saw its 

liveliness  
 
The greatest concern is that you need reassurance even emotional at school and that 

there is not much room for this in primary school.  
 
The emotional aspect of the transition to primary is what worries me most. To have 

new rules, to change the comrades, the environment, the teachers, I think the 
conditions are for those who are more sensitive and introverted. I fear my son gets 
scared and loses his enthusiasm for going to school.  
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If on the one hand the analyzed data show that the aspects of discontinuity linked to the different 

educational approaches and teaching methods used within the two contexts (preschool and primary 

school) are those that most affect the representations of children and their families during the 

transition, from the other they show that - in the expectations of the latter - the presence of a 

certain continuity in the relationship between adults (parents-teachers), between teachers and 

children, and within the class group (peer socialization) is seen as a potential resource to cope with 

these changes. 

'I expect teachers to be attentive in teaching the expected subjects but also in showing 
to the children how to live together in a community such as the school, how to face 
difficult times, how to help one another among peers [...]. I hope my daughter will find 
a positive, collaborative and stimulating environment to grow as a student and as a 

 
 
'We would like that new teachers  beside transferring knowledge to the children  

growth.' 
 
'[I expect] Teachers to be aware of how important is school in the life path of a child. 
Respect for every child in their abilities, emotions. Not just an instructional teaching but 

 
 
'[To support my daughter in the passage I think it would be important] So much 
communication and attention between teachers and parents.' 
 
'I think it's important for all of us adults (teachers and parents) to understand, flexibility 
(in times, ways and strategies of teaching) enthusiasm, listening [...] The relationship 
between teachers and parents is very important for the transition because it's a big 

 
 
'I think our attitude as parents is important [...] Being present as parents ready to listen 
and support our children. Communication and mutual respect with teachers is 
essential.  

 

 

3.2 Parents presenting their children 

Conceived as a strength-

asked to present their children to primary school teachers. Such presentations happened before 

ECEC professionals would present the children to their colleagues in CSE. More importantly, the 

researcher presented this strategy to families as a multimodal tool: parents were given a variety of 

suggestions to introduce their children: video, letter of presentation or digital story presentation. In 

the Annex 3 we present some examples of the artefacts elaborated by parents. Such creative way 
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 to 

primary school settings by the teachers and parents themselves. Evidence of such positive reception 

 

 

A very useful thing in my opinion was the presentation that we were asked 
to do for the teachers... Personally I preferred to make a video by giving to 
my son the responsibility to show himself to the new teacher ... and it was 
amazing ... he surprised me too! I would have talked probably as a mom and 
that's it, but he also said the things that, let's say, are a bit more difficult to 
say regarding his personality ... So this thing, to bring a story, a video of the 
child to the new teachers in my opinion was fundamental: both for teachers 
and for the child himself. Because he had to take time, to think who I am , 
what I do  and above all what do I want to tell them about me? . This in my 

opinion was fundamental for my son.   
(Mother) 
 
For the first time the teachers asked us how is your daughter?  what can 

we know more than her beyond the fact that she is a 6 year-old girl who 
starts primary school?  My husband and I sat down one evening and actually 
for the first time we looked at each other and asked ourselves how is our 
daughter?  what are the right words to describe her?  And it was very nice 
because, yes, we talk so much about her but we never sat down to tell the 
positive and negative sides of her personality ... So we wrote a kind of a letter 
in which we also spoke, for example, of her sensitivity, that if you do not 
know her deeply you might not notice it ... Thanks to this interview I think 
we have been able to give useful and important information to teachers.  
(Mother) 
 

The above quotes speak to importance of the presentation strategy as an inclusive tool that allow 

tool help teacher to have a holistic perception of the child, offered by those who know her/his 

better: the parents. Simultaneously, it has demonstrated to be a powerful reflective tool for parents 

who had the opportunity of  
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4. Information sheets describing briefly the most common activities developed in 

educational continuity projects in the Italian context  
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In conclusion, the Annexes that follow show each of the tools used in the project.   

 

 

 

Annex 1. Open-ended questions asked to children prior to the transition to CSE 

 

Interview to.... 

 

What did I learn in pre-school  

........ 

The activity I prefer 

........ 

What I do best 

......... 

 

 

................ 

What is waiting for me in primary school/ What I would like to find/What I think I will learn 

......... 

The friend I wish could come with me to primary school 

......... 
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Annex 2. Questionnaire for the Families 

 

 
 
 
Information Leaflet and Questionnaire 
 
Dear Parent,  
 
We are writing to invite you to take part to a research project looking at how educational transitions 

improved for the benefit and wellbeing of children. The project - carried out by the University of Bologna 
(Department of Education) in partnership with Direzione Didattica Vignola - is part of a larger European 
project which involve early childhood services, schools and Universities in four countries: Italy, England, 
Belgium and Slovenia. 
 
The aim of the research project is to investigate how children cope with the changes that characterise the 
transition from the preschool to the primary school settings such as, for example, changes in the 
relationships with teachers and friends, changes in the organization of activities and routines, changes in 
ad  
 
In this regards, your opinion as parent is very important as it help us to understand what your 
expectations and your worries are, and to focus on what matters you the most in order to better 
support children and families during the transition from preschool to primary school. In particular, we 
would be interested to know: 
 

 What ? 

 What worries you the most in regards to the changes that your child will have to face in the transition 
from preschool to primary school?  

 And how do you think your child could be supported in facing these changes?       

We would be grateful if you could briefly answer to these questions in the sheet attached and return the filled 
out questionnaire within two weeks. The questionnaire is anonymous - so please do not write your name or 
the name of your child on it  and the answer to the questions will be used only for the purposes of this 
research. You can leave the filled out questionnaire in the box that teachers will put at the entrance of the 
preschool exclusively for this purpose.      
 
We very much hope that you will be willing to spend a bit of your time in answering to our questions, as this 
would help us to improve educational transition practices together with teachers for the benefits of children in 
the years to come.  
 
Thank you in advance for your cooperation! 
 

 
 
 

Dr. Arianna Lazzari and Prof. Lucia Balduzzi  
Department of Education, University of Bologna 
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QUESTIONNAIRE SHEET   
 
 
 
In September your child will move on to primary school. What are your hopes and expectations for your 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And what do you think it would be important to support your child in facing this transition?  
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Annex 3. Examples of Parents Presenting Children 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 


