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a b s t r a c t
This study examined whether the transition practices implemented in preschool–elementary school pairs
contribute to children’s academic development during the ﬁrst year of elementary school. Participants
were 398 children who moved from 36 preschools to 22 elementary schools in two Finnish towns. Children were tested in respect to their reading, writing, and math skills in the preschool spring and in the
grade 1 spring. The most common practices reported by preschool teachers were discussions about the
school entrants and familiarizing preschool children with the school environment and the new teacher.
Multilevel latent growth modeling showed that the more the preschool teachers and elementary-school
teachers implemented various supportive activities during the preschool year, the faster the children’s
skills developed from preschool to grade 1 spring. Co-operation over curricula and passing on written
information about children between the preschool and the elementary school were the best predictors
of the children’s skills, although they were the least commonly used practices. The need to restructure
the transition to elementary school and the use of multiprofessional resources are discussed.
© 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Starting formal education is one of the major transitions in a
child’s and his or her family’s life. Throughout educational systems around the world, school entry is a signiﬁcant step, causing
both stress and stimulation (Niesel & Griebel, 2007). Effective
school-level policies to smooth the discontinuity of transition to
elementary school are the focus of this study. The school transition has been a subject of major interest for quite some time
(see, e.g., Ramey & Ramey, 1998; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000;
Vernon-Feagans & Blair, 2006). Traditionally, the main attention of
multiprofessional personnel in preschool and school (e.g., teachers, special teachers, school nurses, and school psychologists) has
focused on the level of individual school entrants, that is, children
starting formal education, and their readiness for school. However,
recently the construct and assessment of school readiness as a qual-
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ity of individual children, as well as the consequences of these
assessments have been criticized in several ways (see, e.g., Carlton
& Winsler, 1999; Graue, 1999; Kim & Suen, 2003; La Paro & Pianta,
2000; Meisels, 1999, 2007; Snow, 2006). The modern view on
school transition emphasizes the relational nature of the concept of
school readiness—the child’s readiness for school, and the school’s
readiness for children (Graue, 2006; Lewit & Baker, 1995; Meisels,
1996; National Education Goals Panel, 1998; Petriwskyj, Thorpe,
& Tayler, 2005; Ramey & Ramey, 1994; Sameroff & McDonough,
1994).
However, to fully understand the school transition, we must
acknowledge the whole network surrounding the child and the
school. Applying the bioecological model of Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (1998), Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000) introduced an
ecological and dynamic model of transition. According to this
model, “. . . transition to school takes place in an environment
deﬁned by the many changing interactions among child, school,
classroom, family, and community factors.” (p. 499). The main
focus of the ecological model of transition is to place the individual child into a net of relationships, thus easing the discontinuity
between the different cultures of pre-school environments and
school. A variety of activities, which build and strengthen relationships between signiﬁcant contexts, such as the family, the
preschool, and the elementary school, are suggested as the primary
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means to smooth the school transition by the multiprofessional
personnel in preschool and school. Successful relationships are
characterized by frequent contact, agreed-on goals, and a focus on
supporting the child (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). The eventual positive connections between these supporting practices and
children’s later school achievement are analyzed here.
In this study, transition practices are deﬁned as reciprocal organization activity and co-operation (vertical connection), one of the
aims of which is to connect with the families (horizontal connection). In fact, in the Finnish language, the phrase “transition
practices” is expressed more as “co-operation of the transition
period,” which highlights the reciprocal nature of the transition phenomenon from preschool to elementary school. Forming
vertical connections that are characterized by mutual trust and
respect, as well as shared responsibility between preschool and
elementary school professionals, is essential (Dockett & Perry,
2001; Einarsdottir, Perry, & Dockett, 2008; Pianta, Kraft-Sayre,
Rimm-Kaufman, Gercke, & Higgins, 2001). These positive contacts
between preschool and elementary school personnel form an adequate foundation for further mutual activities which, in turn, create
and strengthen positive relationships. In this study, we looked
into four different types of transition practices. First, we were
interested in various mutual activities between preschool and elementary school (e.g., joint events, teaching), and other activities
that aim to familiarize preschoolers with the elementary school
environment, and thus reduce the abruptness of the change. Second, we looked into the ways of passing on useful information about
school entrants, for example, their special needs, or group dynamics (Broström, 2003; Thorsen, Bø, Løge, & Omdal, 2006). Third, we
asked whether the curricula of preschool and elementary school
were written and revised jointly by the preschool and elementary school personnel. We assume that this activity will bridge and
reduce the discontinuities in concepts, expectations, curriculum,
pedagogy, and discipline between preschool and elementary school
(Carlton & Winsler, 1999; Einarsdottir, 2006; Einarsdottir et al.,
2008; Kagan & Neuman, 1998; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).
In addition to connecting with each other, it is crucial that the
preschool and elementary-school teachers make horizontal connections with families (see, e.g., Mangione & Speth, 1998; Margetts,
2007). Elementary-school teachers, who usually become important
persons in the child’s life, should establish personal-level trust and
rapport with the families even before the school starts (La Paro,
Pianta, & Cox, 2000a, 2000b; Nelson, 2004; Pianta, Cox, Taylor, &
Early, 1999). Opportunities to interact and discuss are also essential because children, parents, and teachers emphasize different
issues when considering school entrance (Dockett & Perry, 2004a,
2004b; Piotrkowski, Botsko, & Matthews, 2001). The fourth type
of transition practice in this study was, accordingly, the families’ opportunities to meet with preschool and elementary-school
personnel before school starts, either in group meetings or individually.

1. The effects of transition practices
Although some transition practices are widely used, and there
seems to be a practical and theoretical consensus on the importance of these activities (see, e.g., Clark & Zygmunt-Fillwalk, 2008;
Einarsdottir et al., 2008; Pianta et al., 1999), only few efforts have
been made to investigate their impacts on child outcomes. For
example, does the implementation of transition practices affect
children’s actual school success, and if so, which practices are effective? To our knowledge, only two studies have examined these
questions so far.
Schulting, Malone, and Dodge (2005) found a positive connection between implementation of transition practices at

preschool–kindergarten transition and academic achievement at
the end of kindergarten. As these authors were especially interested
in the mediator effect of parent-initiated involvement in school,
four of the six transition practices in their study concentrated on
strengthening the horizontal home–school connection. The only
practice showing independent impact was, in fact, parents and
children visiting the kindergarten classroom prior to the beginning of the school year. Vertical co-operative activities between
preschool and elementary-school personnel were not explicitly
included in this study. LoCasale-Crouch, Mashburn, Downer, and
Pianta (2008), however, conceptualized transition practices more
broadly; the nine practices included in their study covered both
horizontal and vertical contacts, in a rather similar fashion to the
practices measured in the present study. They found a positive
association between preschool transition practices and children’s
socio-emotional adjustment in the kindergarten fall. Further, the
contact between preschool and kindergarten teachers turned out
to be the strongest predictor of children’s social and behavioral
adjustment.
However, these previous studies only partially cover the topic
of transition practice effects. Our study will add to previous knowledge in three ways. First, we make use of longitudinal data on
children’s school achievement during the transition period from
preschool to elementary school, as opposed to LoCasale-Crouch
et al. (2008) and Schulting, Malone, & Dodge (2005), who used
cross-sectional designs. Second, we use data from Finland, where
the society promotes egalitarian values, with the public school system offering everyone the same basic nine-year education with
free lunch. The Finnish school system has become internationally
famous during the 2000’s due to success in the OECD’s PISA surveys.
Finnish 15-year-olds are among the best in reading literacy, mathematical literacy, problem solving, and scientiﬁc literacy (OECD,
2001, 2004, 2007). The between-school variance is small, reﬂecting
the lack of strict stratiﬁcation in the Finnish society: on an international scale, the wealth distribution in Finland tends to be equal and
social classes are less distinctive. Third, our data consist of certain
regional preschool–elementary school pairs. Children, who come
from preschool to elementary school within these pairs, have familiar peers entering the same class or at least the same school with
them, which per se is considered to ease the stress of the school
transition (Ladd & Price, 1987). An interesting question, thus, is
whether or not transition practices can have surplus value, even
when the school system performs well and the physical school
transition is intrinsically quite predictable.

2. The Finnish educational system
Unlike in the United States and many European countries, formal schooling in Finland (as in Sweden and Denmark) begins rather
late. The compulsory education, grades 1–9, starts from the year in
which the child turns 7 years of age and ends when he or she is 16
years of age. Before entrance to elementary school, all 6-year-olds
are entitled to free-of-charge preschool, which is attended by practically all children (Kumpulainen, 2008). At the end of preschool,
20–30% of children are ﬂuent readers, and only 30% show no sign of
reading (Holopainen, Ahonen, Tolvanen, & Lyytinen, 2000; Silvén,
Poskiparta, & Niemi, 2004). In this paper, we use the term preschool
in reference to this pre-school activity for 6 years olds, and the term
grade 1 in reference to the ﬁrst year of elementary school for 7 years
olds.
The preschool and basic education are organized, and, with
government support, funded by local municipal authorities, who
also have considerable potential to guide the education policies
and contents on the basis of national legislation and the national
core curricula. Finnish preschool is usually organized in connec-
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tion with daycare centers; only 20% of children attend preschool
that is located in an elementary school (Kumpulainen, 2008).
Daycare, as a part of the early education services, is nationally organized within social services at the moment. However, about 50%
of municipalities have transferred early education to the school
department (Petäjäniemi & Pokki, 2010). More than 60% of children aged 3–5 years attend daycare (Färkkilä et al., 2005), which in
Finland combines education and care (Hännikäinen, 2003). Municipal preschools and schools are, as a rule, organized in regional
preschool(s)–elementary school pairs or units, thereby children
from given preschools usually go to the nearby elementary school.
Private schools are quite rare in Finland, but private daycare and
preschools are more widely available.
Finnish preschool and elementary school are different in
their educational origins and traditions. Guidelines for preschool
education emphasize learning by play, integrated activities,
and child-centered teaching, while guidelines for elementary
school mainly emphasize instruction in different subjects (see
Hännikäinen, 2003). Accordingly, the development of partnership
and continuity in curriculum and pedagogy has been highlighted,
as is also the case in many other countries. The Finnish Core
Curriculum for Preschool Education (2000), regulated by the Ministry of Education, strives at continuity from early childhood
education to preschool and from preschool education to basic
education, especially to the ﬁrst two years of elementary school.
National guidelines recommend that in formulating the local
preschool curriculum, attention should be given to the elementary school curriculum, and both curricula should be developed
in co-operation with parents and children (see also National Core
Curriculum for Basic Education, 2004). No precise descriptions
of, or instructions for, the implementation of other transition
practices are given, while the co-operation between home and
preschool/elementary school is discussed in curricula in somewhat
broad terms. That notwithstanding, rather stabilized transition
practices take place within regional preschools–school units. Sometimes the co-operation in the transition phase is understood in a
narrow sense meaning not much more than passing on information on school entrants, but there are also more comprehensive and
versatile transition programs. Additionally, the elementary schools
organize school registration at the beginning of the year, as well as
the school visiting day in the preceding May, when both children
and parents are welcome to familiarize themselves with the school.
3. Aims and hypotheses
In the present study, two questions were addressed. First, how
do Finnish preschool–elementary school pairs differ in terms of the
implementation of various transition practices? We hypothesized
that variation among pairs exists in terms of the number of different practices implemented, and that various practices are not
implemented to the same extent. Second, does the number of different transition practices predict the development of children’s
academic skills during grade 1? We hypothesized that there will
be a positive association between the overall number of transition
practices and academic skills, but not at the level of implementation
of single practices.
4. Method
4.1. Participants
Data for the present study were drawn from the ongoing longitudinal First Steps Study: Interactive Learning in the
Child–Parent–Teacher Triangle (Poikkeus et al., 2006). First Steps
is a prospective follow-up of approximately 2000 children from
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four towns from the beginning of their preschool year to the end of
the fourth school year (2006–2011). Data from two towns, where
the preschools were organized within social services and were,
as a rule, located elsewhere than in the elementary school building, were included in this study. In Town 1 from Eastern Finland,
participation of the whole age-cohort entering preschool (about
900 children) was targeted. All elementary schools and preschools
participated, except for one preschool–elementary school pair. In
Town 2 from Southern Finland, the participation of about a half of
the age cohort (about 750 children) was targeted. The ﬁnal sample was formed on the basis of preschools’ and elementary schools’
acceptance to participate. Moreover, because of lack of translation
resources, elementary schools that had an exceptionally high proportion of immigrant pupils were excluded from the sample. The
order of procedure was such that the feeding preschools in the area
were contacted after the target schools had consented to participate. The families were then contacted via the preschools. The
participation rate for the children and families was 78% in Town
1, and 80% in Town 2.
The original data in these two towns consisted of 47 elementary schools, 80 preschools, and 1306 children. In order to draw
a subsample that allowed us to study a typical elementary school
transition in Finnish setting, we used four criteria. First, we identiﬁed the preschools and elementary schools that were partners in
actual transitional co-operation by asking the elementary schools
for the names of the nearby preschool partners with whom they
routinely implement transitional practices. Second, as the need for
transition practices is most crucial when the transition requires
overcoming a physical distance, we included the elementary school
and preschool only if there was no preschool located in the elementary school building but the preschools were in a daycare center or
elsewhere. Third, of these preschool partners, we included those
that had sent at least 60% of their preschool children to the partner elementary school, and only the children moving between
these partner organizations were included. Fourth, special education classes and special classes (e.g., foreign language class) were
excluded, because starting school in these classes is a result of
individual guidance or a selection process. The number of children
coming from a given preschool in this sample varied from one to
26. Size of the elementary schools is reported in Table 1.
Elementary-school and preschool teachers. Thirty-six out of 41
elementary school teachers (88%) ﬁlled in the questionnaire, and
97% of them had a Master’s degree in education; data were missing
from one teacher. Nineteen percent had worked as a teacher for
0–5 years, 22% for 6–15 years, and 58% for at least 16 years. Eight
percent of the elementary school teachers were male. The partners
of 22 primary schools were 36 preschools with 45 preschool groups
and 66 preschool teachers, of whom 63 (95%) ﬁlled in the questionnaire. The preschool teachers’ educational background was more
variable than that of the elementary school teachers, due to the
ongoing changes in the education system, and the required qualiﬁcations of preschool teachers (see Hännikäinen, 2003). Eighty-six
percent had a Bachelor’s or a Master’s degree in education, 11% had
polytechnic-level education in social subjects, and three percent
had some other education. The length of work experience in daycare was 0–5 years for 13%, 6–15 years for 36%, and at least 16 years
for 51% of the teachers. All preschool teachers were female.
Children and families. Characteristics of the children in our sample are presented in Table 1. Mother’s level of education was used
as a proxy for the socioeconomic status of the family. There was no
difference in mother’s level of education between the subsample
schools and the schools which were excluded from the subsample, either when compared within the two towns initially included
in the subsample, 2 (4) = 7.02, p = .135, or when compared within
the four towns participating in the First Steps Study, 2 (4) = 5.08,
p = .279.
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Table 1
Statistics for all variables.
n

%

Child gender, boy
Child age at preschool March 1, 2007, months
Mother’s educationa
Elementary school size

398
398
394
22

50

Child’s academic skills
Preschool spring
Grade 1 spring

398

Number of diverse transition practices

36b

Implemented practices
1. Familiarization with the school
2. Teacher co-operation
3. Joint event for parents
4. Personal meeting with the teacher
5. Discussions on the school entrants
6. Preschool education plan and/or “growth portfolio” passed on
7. The curricula written together

M

SD

Range

Missing data, %

79.94
1.90
264

3.47
.83
103

74–95
1–3
112–444

5
9

0
0

1
1

−2.38–2.26
−3.01–3.60

3.94

1.37

1–7

86
67
56
39
100
28
19

Note. Background statistics for teachers are presented in Section 4.
a
Mother’s education on three-point scale: vocational education or less, polytechnic, or university degree.
b
Reports of preschool teachers (n = 63) are averaged over preschools (n = 36).

4.2. Procedure and measures
Preschool teachers completed questionnaires in spring 2007
when the children were in preschool. The children’s academic skills
were tested by trained testers in preschool spring (Time 1), and
grade 1 spring (Time 2).
Tests on children’s academic skills. In preschool spring, all tests
were carried out in an individual testing situation. The emerging
reading and writing skills were assessed with three tests, which
were subtests of ARMI (Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, & Ketonen, 2006).
Letter knowledge was assessed by asking children to name 29
uppercase letters shown in the same random order by the experimenter. The maximum score was 29, and the Cronbach alpha was
.89. Reading of words was assessed using a 10-word wordlist. The
maximum score was 10, and the alpha .96. In addition, the child
was asked to write his or her ﬁrst name, as well as four words. The
maximum score was 5, and the alpha .79. Mathematical skills were
assessed with two tests. Number sequence production both forwards and backwards was assessed with four subtasks (Hannula,
Räsänen, & Lehtinen, 2007). The child received 0–2 points for each
response yielding the maximum score of 8, and the alpha was .70. In
addition, 28 arithmetical problems expressed in numbers were presented within a three-minute time limit (Räsänen & Aunola, 2007).
The maximum score was 28, and the alpha .77.
In grade 1 spring, all tests were carried out in a group situation. Decoding was assessed with two tests. In the speeded word
decoding ﬂuency test, the child was asked to select the correct
word from four (phonologically similar) alternatives and link this
to a picture by drawing a line between the two. The score was the
number of correct responses (out of 80) marked within the twominute time limit; the Kuder–Richardson coefﬁcient (KR20) for
the test is .97. The original task is part of a standardized national
reading achievement test battery (Lindeman, 2000). The second
test included 10 word chains, each consisting of 4–6 joined words
(Nevala & Lyytinen, 2000). The child received one point for each
correct separation of words within the time limit of 1 min and 25 s,
yielding the maximum score of 40. Test–retest reliability for the test
is .76. Two tests were used as measures of reading comprehension.
In the ﬁrst test, children answered 12 multiple-choice questions
about the text, which was available to them while they responded.
The maximum score was 12; the KR20 for the test is .85. The original test is part of a standardized national reading achievement test
battery (Lindeman, 2000). In the second test, children were asked to
agree or disagree with 60 written statements within a three-minute

time limit (adapted from Wagner, Torgesen, Rashotte, & Pearson,
2009). The maximum score was 60, and the alpha .93. Writing
was assessed by asking children to write ﬁve words (Lerkkanen
et al., 2006) and eight pseudowords (see Lyytinen et al., 2006;
Puolakanaho et al., 2007; Seymour, Aro, & Erskine, 2003). The maximum score was 13, and the alpha .76. Mathematical skills in grade 1
were assessed with the same arithmetical problems as in preschool
(Räsänen & Aunola, 2007), the alpha for grade 1 being .86.
The variables measuring children’s academic competence were
standardized to enable computation of sum variables for each testing point. The sum variable academic skills preschool (Cronbach
alpha = .80) consisted of (emergent) reading, writing, and mathematics, with equal weight, while the sum variable academic skills
grade 1 (˛ = .82) consisted of decoding, reading comprehension,
writing, and mathematics, with equal weight. These variables were
then rescaled to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 for ease
of interpretation (Table 1). The correlation between these academic
measures was .66 (p < .001).
Questionnaire on transition practices. Implementation of seven
transition practices was examined. First, several practices were
adapted from the previous literature (Einarsdottir, 2003; Pianta
et al., 2001; see also, e.g., Einarsdottir et al., 2008; LoCasale-Crouch
et al., 2008) for pilot studies. The ﬁnal set of seven practices, pertinent in Finnish school was then selected. Compared to earlier
research on transition practices, which has often included quite
general activities, such as ﬂyers and open houses (see, e.g., Pianta
et al., 1999; Schulting et al., 2005), the practices in this set are
somewhat more intense and speciﬁc to the elementary school transition. These practices were as follows: (1) The preschool group
familiarizes itself with the elementary school activities by visiting
the elementary school, or by having the elementary-school teacher
and/or pupils visit the preschool group. (2) The preschool teacher
and the elementary-school teacher co-operate, for example, organize joint events, plan teaching together, or teach together. (3)
The preschool teacher and the elementary-school teacher organize
a joint event for school entrants’ parents on starting school. (4)
The child, the parents, and the future grade 1 teacher meet personally before the start of elementary school. (5) The preschool
teacher, the grade 1 teacher, and the special workers (e.g., special education teachers, school psychologist) discuss the school
entrants (e.g., skills, peer relations). (6) The child’s preschool education plan and/or “growth portfolio” (includes, e.g., child’s output)
is passed on to the elementary-school teacher. (7) The preschool
teachers and the elementary-school teachers write and revise the
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preschool and grades 1 and 2 curricula together. The implementation frequency of these practices was rated by preschool teachers
on a three-point scale, implemented never, 1–2 times a year, or
more often/systematically. As we assume (see also Schulting et al.,
2005) that concrete transition activities carried on by individual
teachers usually take place within an organizational framework
rather than being managed by each teacher on her own, we
decided to sum the frequencies over preschools to obtain a variable that stands for the number of transition practices between each
preschool–elementary school pair. We considered the consistency
among reports in each preschool to be adequate, as in the 19 out of
36 preschools with two or more teachers reporting frequencies of
transition practices, 68% of the reports were exactly the same, 28%
differed by one point, whereas only 4% of the reports represented
the opposite extremes of the scale. According to these preschoollevel reports, implementation taking place more often than 1–2
times a year was quite rare. Only three out of seven practices were
implemented in a frequent fashion: familiarizing with the elementary school (8% of the preschools implemented more often than
1–2 times a year), preschool teacher and elementary-school teacher
co-operation (11%), and discussions on the school beginners (6%).
Because of this low frequency, we decided to rescore these variables into dichotomous variables implemented/not implemented.
These frequencies are presented in Table 1. A transition practice
index was calculated by summing up the total number of diverse
transition practices (out of the maximum of seven) implemented by
preschool–school pairs. This index was used as the general measure
for number of transition practices (Table 1).
4.3. Analysis strategy
To examine whether transition practices will impact children’s
skill development, we used multilevel latent growth modeling
(MLGM). In these analyses, we estimated ﬁrst the initial level of
children’s academic skills, the slope for change in skills, as well as
the variation in these two factors. Next, we divided the variance into
two parts: variance that was due to preschool differences (between
level), and variance due to individual variance within preschools
(within level). Finally, we used transition practices to predict the
level and slope factors at the between-level (preschools). All MLGM
analyses were performed using the Mplus 5.21 statistical program (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). We used the maximum likelihood
parameter estimate with robust standard errors (MRL). Model ﬁt
precision was examined using a combination of the comparative ﬁt
index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR).
5. Results
5.1. To what extent do Finnish preschool–elementary school pairs
implement transition practices?
On average, implementation of four diverse practices was
reported by preschools (Table 1). The most often implemented
practice was discussions concerning the school beginners, which
all preschools reported having with elementary schools. Moreover, familiarizing children with the grade 1 environment, and
co-operation between the preschool and elementary school teacher
were often implemented. Co-operation over curricula or passing on
the child’s education plan were rare. All preschools that had implemented one of these most rare practices, had also implemented at
least two other practices. This indicates that the total number of
implemented practices represents not only the quantity but also
the quality of transition activities.
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5.2. Does the number of transition practices predict the
development of children’s academic skills during grade 1?
Preschool similarity. To examine whether children in different
preschools, which implemented transition practices to different
extents, differ in respect to their academic skills in preschool and
grade 1, we calculated intraclass correlations (ICC’s) for academic
skills. Preschool attendance at Time 1 was used as a clustering variable. The ICC for children’s skills in preschool (Time 1) was .007
(p = ns, between variance estimate = .004, SE = .009): children in different preschools did not differ in their academic skills in preschool.
The ICC for children’s skills in grade 1 (Time 2) was .05 (p < .05,
between variance estimate = .024, SE = .015), suggesting that children from different preschools showed different levels of academic
skills in grade 1.
Multilevel latent growth modeling. To examine the relationship
between children’s skill development and transition practices, we
conducted multilevel latent growth modeling (MLGM). Preschool
attendance was a clustering variable in all subsequent analyses. The
model was constructed in the following steps. First, two growth
components, that is, the initial level and the rate of change (slope)
were estimated for children’s skills. The growth components were
allowed to correlate with each other. Because we had only two
measurement points, the measurement error variances were ﬁxed
to zero. The model was saturated. The results showed that correlation between the level and the slope was .35 (p = ns) at the between
level (preschools), and −.53 (p < .001) at the within level (children).
This indicates that, at the level of individual children, the children
who had lower academic skills in preschool developed more during
the ﬁrst school year, whereas at the level of preschool attendance
there was no signiﬁcant association.
Second, we examined the extent to which transition practices predict the initial level of, and change in, academic skills.
Consequently, we entered the number of transition practices to
predict the level of, and change in, children’s skills development
at the between level (preschools). The ﬁnal model is presented in
Fig. 1. The model was saturated. The results at the preschool level
showed that the number of transition practices predicted change
in children’s skills: the greater the variety of transition practices
implemented by teachers, the more the children’s skills develop.
Number of transition practices predicted 67% of the variance in the
development of skills at the between level (effect size).
Third, the previous MLGM analysis was repeated using each
individual transition practice as a predictor of the development of
skills. We did this by adding each of the six individual transition
practices to a model, one at a time, to predict the initial level and
change in academic skills. Four transition practices had a signiﬁcant
or marginally signiﬁcant effect on the development of academic
skills. These were passing on the children’s preschool education
plan and/or “growth portfolio” to the elementary school, ˇ = .61,
p < .05; making and revising the preschool and elementary school
curricula in co-operation, ˇ = .64, p < .001; concrete co-operation
practices (e.g., organizing joint events, teaching together), ˇ = .50,
p < .07; and meeting with future teacher, ˇ = .45, p < .09, all of which
were marginally related to the change in academic skills (betas are
standardized). The co-operation on curricula was the only practice
to predict marginally signiﬁcant portion, 42%, of the variance in
the development of skills at the between level. When these practices were implemented, the children’s academic skills developed
more quickly. The effects of familiarizing the child with the school
environment and jointly organized events for parents did not reach
statistical signiﬁcance.
The previous analyses was rerun to make sure that the previous
results were not caused by school size, or selection of children into
different preschools on the basis of various child or family characteristics. Each control variable, that is, elementary school size,
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Fig. 1. MLGM for children’s skills and preschool–elementary school transition practices. The paths between variables are based on standardized estimates. *p < .01,
**p < .001.

children’s gender, and mothers’ education was entered into a separate analysis. Entering these control variables into the model did
not change the previous results.
6. Discussion
The modern ecological view of school transition emphasizes the
importance of the ways in which the contexts of the school entrants
connect and support the child during the period of discontinuity
and change (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). In our longitudinal
study on children’s achievement, we found that the academic skills
of children from preschool–elementary school pairs that implemented several supportive activities during the preschool year
developed more quickly from preschool to grade 1 compared with
the skills of children from pairs that used fewer practices. Cooperation over curricula between the preschool and the elementary
school, as well as passing on written information about children
turned out to be the most effective predictors, although they were
the least commonly used practices.
6.1. Frequency of transition practices and their impacts on
children’s academic development
The implementation of at least some transition practices during
preschool–kindergarten–elementary school transitions has been
reliably reported in the United States (La Paro et al., 2000a, 2000b;
Pianta et al., 1999; Rous, Hallam, McCormick, & Cox, 2010), as well
as in Australia and in Iceland (Einarsdottir et al., 2008). Congruent
with our ﬁrst hypothesis and previous studies (e.g., Einarsdottir
et al., 2008), the frequency of implementation varied both among
preschool–elementary school pairs and among practices. Generally, the frequency of transition practices was modest, leading us to
conclude that, on average, implementation of transition practices
in these preschool–elementary school pairs still represents more

orientation to school than real transition programmes (Dockett &
Perry, 2001).
Expected positive connections between transition practices
and later school achievement and adaptation have recently been
shown to exist but the evidence is based on cross-sectional data
only (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008; Schulting et al., 2005). As
hypothesized, our longitudinal data showed that the more versatile the implementation of transition practices deployed between
preschool–elementary school pairs, the faster children’s academic
skills developed from preschool to grade 1.
6.2. Effective practices in school transitions: preparing for the
transition, and passing on information
The results further showed that this positive association
between the number of transition practices and academic development was on a minor scale replicated at the level of four
individual transition practices. These practices were co-operation
on curriculum issues between preschool and elementary school,
passing on written information about children from preschool to
elementary school, personal meetings between the family and
the elementary-school teacher before school starts, and concrete
co-operation between preschool and elementary-school teachers.
These practices reﬂect successful relationships between the family,
the preschool, and the elementary school, as deﬁned by RimmKaufman and Pianta (2000).
In agreement with recent arguments that alignment and coordination in early childhood education enable more effective teaching
processes and more positive child outcomes (Bogard & Takanishi,
2005; Kagan & Kauerz, 2007), we found that co-operation on curriculum issues between preschool and elementary school teachers
emerged as the most important factor inﬂuencing later achievement. It is possible that mutually prepared curricula create
continuity between the preschool and school, offering uninterrupted teaching and learning experiences, as well as the possibility
for preschool and elementary-school teachers to meet and discuss
their conceptions and aims regarding the child’s education and
upbringing, as well as to get to know each other.
Receiving information on future pupils is considered important by school teachers (Einarsdottir et al., 2008; Pianta et al.,
1999). In our study, passing on written information, e.g., an education plan or growth portfolio, about the child from preschool
to elementary school was one of the best predictors of academic
development. Passing on information about their child is sometimes opposed by parents, because they fear that the information
might result in a ‘Pygmalion in the classroom’ effect (see Rosenthal
& Jacobson, 1968/1992). Our results suggest that passing on information is useful, at least when the information is comprehensive
and documented for repeated use. Adequate information about
pupils might help the elementary-school teacher to treat and teach
the pupils of the new class according to their personal traits and
needs. Nevertheless, passing on written information was among
the least often implemented transition practices. At the same
time, discussions on the school beginners between preschool and
elementary-school personnel were the most often implemented
practice. Interestingly, our new results (Ahtola et al., 2011) show
that these discussions are considered the most important transition
practice by elementary-school teachers. Unfortunately, due to the
very small variance, we were not able to test how implementation
of these discussions might be associated with later learning.
It has also been stated (La Paro et al., 2000a, 2000b; Nelson,
2004; Pianta et al., 1999) that transition practices should be intensive enough and give an opportunity for personal contacts instead
of generic ones. Accordingly, and consistently with Schulting et al.
(2005), we found that an orientative event organized for all parents
did not predict later school achievement. Unexpectedly, the activi-
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ties that were intended to directly prepare preschool children and
individual parents for the upcoming elementary-school transition
were not strong predictors of later achievement either. We assume
that this may be because only few, if any, preschool–elementary
school pairs implemented these practices systematically. Activities
taking place only once or twice a year might not be sufﬁcient, as
was stated by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998): developmentally
effective activities “must take place on a fairly regular basis, over
an extended period of time.” (p. 996). The development of trust
between parents and teachers also presupposes frequent and satisfying contact in different situations (Adams & Christenson, 2000).
Alternative explanation for the lack of associations may be our
focus on academic skills, instead of, for example, socioemotional
adjustment or parent–school relationships.
6.3. Limitations and future directions
Albeit based on longitudinal data on children’s academic
achievement, our results are still ambiguous in terms of positive
effects of the transition practices on learning. We ask, like Schulting
et al. (2005), to what extent the transition practices, instead of
being really effective themselves, are rather a characteristic of wellfunctioning schools and preschools, which have good leadership,
high-quality teachers, and other good practices. It is likely that certain school environments support certain ways of handling the
school transition. Regarding these school-level factors, we were
able to rule out only the possible effect of school size. As Schulting
et al. (2005) and LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2008) have stated, randomized intervention designs and more comprehensive measuring of
relevant teacher-, school-, and organization-level factors, as well
as the quality of activities, are further necessary to clarify the true
positive effects and mechanisms of transition practices. In addition,
the various actualized transition experiences of individual children
and families attending the same preschool and elementary school
should be investigated in further research. It would also be of interest to identify factors that regulate the implementation of transition
practices, as it seems that teachers consider these practices useful more often than they actually implement them (Einarsdottir
et al., 2008; Pianta et al., 1999). It is known that training in early
education and transition practices affects the use of transition practices at the level of individual teachers (Early, Pianta, Taylor, & Cox,
2001; Nelson, 2004; Rous et al., 2010). More information is needed
especially about preschool- and school-level, as well as local-level
factors (see also LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008), because the transition practices are usually not and should not be the responsibility of
individual teachers only. Particularly, the principal of the elementary school is in a crucial position (Smolkin, 1999).
7. Conclusion
The results of the present study showed that one means of
promoting successful school transition is enhancing relationships
between the child, family, preschool, and elementary school by
using appropriate transition practices. This is consistent with the
general means of pursuing better learning and well-being for children and adolescents in schools: in addition to individual pupils and
families, the focus should be on the school staff (see, e.g., Conoley
& Gutkin, 1995; Gutkin & Conoley, 1990; Hojnoski & Missall, 2006;
Sheridan & Gutkin, 2000) and on the school system with a proactive and preventive emphasis (Hoagwood & Johnson, 2003; Hunter,
2003; Merrell & Buchanan, 2006; Strein, Hoagwood, & Cohn, 2003).
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