
Unit 2 Tasks 3 & 5 : Transitions and how they can affect development

What are transitions?

Transitions are changes.
There will be times in a child’s life 
when they have to cope with changes.
Changes can be divided into two 
categories: 
1) changes that involve the child 
moving childcare settings or changing 
carers
2) other changes that may affect the 
child’s lifestyle

Examples of changes or transitions 
include:
• Starting school/pre-

school/nursery
• Moving school
• Moving nursery/pre-school
• Changing childminder
• Attending holiday clubs/after 

school clubs
• Bereavement (death)
• Parents separating
• Moving house
• Moving country
• Birth of siblings

How might transitions affect 
children?

Children having to cope with transitions 
will go through changes that are likely to 
impact a child’s feelings of security and 
emotional development.
• They have may worries and concerns.
• They may feel as though they don’t 

belong.
• They may not feel secure and therefore 

they aren’t confident.
• They may be frightened as usual 

routines/familiar people change.
• They may find it harder to settle.
• They may have a harder time making 

friends.
• They may have learnt that getting too 

attached to someone results in feeling 
upset as that person leaves them.

• They may find it hard to show 
affection.

What can adults do to help support children 
through transitions?

• Keyworkers can communicate with parents
• Keyworkers should be kind, patient, observant and show 

affection
• Comfort objects from home may be allowed in the 

setting
• Books can be shared on topics like starting school
• Visits to new settings
• Involving children in changes e.g. packing their bag
• Encourage children to ask questions and take them 

seriously
• Make children feel like they belong e.g. by having named 

coat pegs, displays, photographs.
• Home corners can have familiar objects in them
• Ask another child to befriend them
• Do small group activities
• Reassure the parent that they are still the most 

important adult in their child’s life even though they 
might not be caring full time for them.

• Help children to express their feelings e.g., through role 
play, painting.

• Acknowledge how a child is feeling, listen and don’t try 
to ‘cheer them up’.



Theories surrounding transitions

Changes are usually accompanied by strong feelings –
nervousness, anxiety, worry!
Children will feel these things when they go through transitions.
Children often feel like this because they miss their parents or 
carers so strongly – why is this?

Attachment theory
Children need to have a strong, stable relationship with their 
primary carers (parents or main person looking after them).
The attachment children have with their primary carers and 
their ability to relate to others is linked. When children have a 
secure relationship with their carers they are able to develop 
wider relationships. 
Babies and young children can form several close relationships 
or attachments and it is only when their primary carer is not 
available and no substitute attachment is formed that 
emotional harm can be be done.
Young babies and children can be cared for successfully by 
people other than their primary carer.

John Bowlby’s theory of attachment
John Bowlby is a theorist who wrote about the attachment theory.
He said attachment is an instinct in babies and they must form an 
attachment by the time they are 12 months old.
Children who have been separated from their parents are more likely to 
suffer from psychological problems later on in life.
Babies and young children instinctively fear strangers; in the animal 
world young follow their mother who keeps them safe and prevents 
them from being attacked by other animals.

The affects of separation on a child
For most children separation from their parents is a big step!
They will feel anxiety about this separation.
There is a pattern to this anxiety – it is called separation distress.
1) Children protest – angry, crying loudly, frustrated
2) Children feel despair – quiet, listless, not joining in
3) Detachment – withdrawn, plays by self, doesn’t interact with others
Children only go through these 3 steps if the care they have is inadequate 
and they are not quickly reunited with their primary carer. If children reach 
the detachment stage they have ‘separated’ from their carer and are no 
longer interested in the carer or others around them.

Separation distress and age
Babies under 6 months old do not show signs of distress as they have not 
usually formed a strong attachment with their carer.
Children ages 1-3 years are more likely to show signs of distress when leaving 
their primary carer.
Older children have usually had more experience of their primary carer 
leaving and returning and are more likely to cope with periods of separation.

The importance of a secure base
A strong attachment acts a secure base. It means children always know that 
someone is there for them.
Parents usually act as this secure base, but other people in children’s lives 
usually help.
Children need to be provided with a secure base when they start in a setting, 
the keyworker.
The keyworker doesn’t replace the parent but is an additional person the 
child can go to when the parent is not available.
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