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Abstract

The transition from day care to the preschool and primary school presents several challenges
for children, families, and professionals. Some child groups need special attention, for
example, children with handicaps or special needs. What makes a successful transition must
be clearly conceptualized from different viewpoints in order to discover workable transition
strategies. The study focuses on Finnish parents’ perceptions of the transition to school of
their children with special needs. Furthermore, the parents’ experiences and ideas of
multiprofessional collaboration during the transition phase were dissected. The data were
collected through role play method: parents of children with special needs were asked to
continue the stories that covered the child’s transition to school. Key dimensions that affect
to the success of the transition phase are discussed as the results.

Keywords: Children with Special Needs, Inclusion, Multiprofessional Collaboration, Parents’
Perceptions

Introduction

The time when children start school is a very special phase of life: becoming a school girl of
school boy is a big step that may seem simultaneously frightening and exciting. In Finland, the
period of pre-school education is a transition year to primary school for six-year-old children
(Turunen, 2012) and nearly all go to preschool (96 % of the this age group) (Eyridice, 2009).
All Finnish children have to go to school at the age of seven (Finnish Education Act, 628/1998)
and there is very little stress placed on academics in a child’s life before that (Kupiainen,
Hautamaki and Karjalainen, 2009).
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For most children, school usually appears pleasant and learning new skills is something
fascinating. However, the transition from day care to the preschool and primary school
presents several challenges for children, families, and professionals. Kagan and Neuman
(1998) use the definition of transition to refer to the continuity of experiences that children
have between periods and between spheres of their lives. When starting school, children
must enter a new setting that is very different from previous settings (Conn-Powers, Ross-
Allen and Holburn, 1990) and, for example, children need to adapt new social roles (Entwisle,
and Alexander, 1998). Children’s school readiness may vary substantially (Magnuson et al.,
2004; Magnuson and Waldfogel, 2005). Some child groups need special attention, for
example, children from economically disadvantaged families (Magnuson et al. 2004) or
children with handicaps or special needs (Kemp and Carter 2004). During this transition, early
intervention is one of the most effective means of improving long-term social and academic
outcomes in children with special needs (e.g., Fox et al., 2002; see also Forest et al., 2004).
Care will be needed to ensure that hard-won preschool gains are not lost (Forest et al., 2004).

Ramey at al (1998) studied children’s and parents’ perceptions of children’s school
adjustment and attitudes toward school among American kindergartners and their primary
care givers (n = 4,582). The most frequently mentioned type of problem reported by parents
was in the social and behavioral category, for example difficulties in making friends or
problems with anger management. The second frequently mentioned problem was related
to children’s disabilities, such as speech, language problems, ADHD, LD, or hearing problem
while the third problem according to parents’ assessment was the child’s school readiness.

What makes a successful transition must be clearly conceptualized from different viewpoints
in order to discover workable transition strategies. This is important when considering how
long-lasting effects the transition will have in children’s school careers. The study at hand
draws attention to a little studied field (cf. Entwisle and Alexander, 1998). Namely, it focuses
on Finnish parents’ perceptions of the transition to school of their children with special needs.
Parents’ perceptions are important for many reasons: they are one of the key actors to
enhance children’s transition to school (Dockett and Perry, 2003), parental involvement is an
important predictor of children’s achievement in school, too (Englund et al., 2004)—and
parents know their children the best. Furthermore, in this study, the parents’ experiences and
ideas of multiprofessional collaboration during the transition phase were dissected.

Multiprofessional collaboration is a key concept of this study. Family-professional
partnerships make one of the key factors in the effectiveness of behavioral intervention
efforts in children’s transition to school (Fox et al, 2002). Multiprofessional collaboration and
how to develop it is a challenge of the today’s society: the goal is to preventatively support
pupils in order to avoid unnecessary transitions to special education (Thomas and Vaughan,
2007). This involves the ability to detect problems in time and act appropriately.
Multiprofessional collaboration also necessitates co-operation with parents.

Careful planning is, therefore, crucial (Conn-Powers, Ross-Allen and Holburn, 1990). Basically,
children with special needs need personal evaluations where a pupil’s own strengths and
developmental needs are considered. The need for support may vary from temporary to
continuous, from less to more intensive, and from one form of support to a combination of
supportive methods. Problems in individual students’” well-being increase the need for pupil
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welfare the most directly (Koskela, Maatta and Uusiautti, 2012). Estimations about the
number of children who need support vary. According to STAKES (2008), about every third
student has problems that require further examination or attention if also difficulties in
communication and learning are taken into account. Behavioral and emotional problems have
increased and problems are more serious than before (Webb et al., 2004).

Individual planning is an important part of Finnish early childhood education and educators
and parents together draw up an individual plan for each child (National Curriculum
Guidelines, 2004). Turunen (2012) has noted that individual plans can be a valuable tool in
building continuity in the transition process and promote a positive transition experience. In
all, providing all students with equal educational opportunities and removing obstacles to
learning, especially among the least successful students, have been the leading principles in
Finnish educational policy (Maatta and Uusiautti, 2012).

The forms of general and intensified support in Finnish basic education are differentiation,
student counseling, pupil welfare, remedial education, part-time remedial education, aids,
supervision of school going, and other guidance and support services. Special support is
provided for pupils whose development, growth, and learning cannot be sufficiently secured
with other forms of support. Special support will be provided either as a part of general or
extended compulsory education as arranging flexible grouping, adjusting group sizes,
concurrent teaching, team teaching, or as a part of club activity or morning and afternoon
care. New statutory processes include pedagogical evaluations, curricula, pedagogical
accounts, and decisions of special support and plans of arranging personal teaching.
(Curriculum for pre-primary and primary education, 2011; Administrative Law 434/2003)

In this study, the success of transition from preschool to school was dissected through
parents’ perceptions. The purpose was to find the means that have been functional when
children with special needs went to school. Additionally, the study focused on challenges and
experiences of success faced during the transition phase and thus provide more information
about the functional practices during the transition phase. The significance of
multiprofessional collaboration was also discussed.

Method

This study focused on parents’ perceptions of their children’s transition to school. The
following research questions were set for the study:

(1) What features support the success of transition to school in children with special needs
according to parents’ perceptions?

(2) What features hinder the success of transition to school in children with special needs
according to parents’ perceptions?

(3) What is required of the multiprofessional staff during the transition to school of children
with special needs according to parents’ perceptions?

The research questions were answered through obtaining data among parents who had
children with special needs. The research participants form a very special group: the number
of parents of children with special needs is limited in a small country like Finland.
Furthermore, they are not very easily reachable or eager to bring out their experiences.
Therefore, the data were collected through role play method: fictitious frame stories were

37



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND
DEVELOPMENT

Vol. 1, No. 4, 2012, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2012 HRMARS

composed and parents were asked to continue the stories (Eskola, 1997). The stories, thus,
covered a topic that was familiar to the parents but they did not have to directly talk about
their own child but their experiences and perceptions of the practical matters during the
transition phase. The frame stories, designed to follow the research questions, were the
following:

Frame story number 1: Brett is a pupil with special needs. Brett has just started the first grade.
After two weeks, things at school have been going well. Brett goes to school happily. Write a
short story that discusses what things/persons/events have influenced positively on Brett’s
transition from pre-school to school.

Frame story number 2: Brett is a pupil with special needs. Brett has just started the first grade.
After two weeks, Brett would not like to go school and finds school distasteful. Write a short
story that discusses what things/persons/events have influenced negatively on Brett’s
transition from pre-school to school.

Parents who participated in the study were recruited from the Finnish association of Relatives
of Children with Special Needs (Erityislasten omaiset ry:n ELO). Altogether ten stories were
obtained from parents in 2012. Parents wrote based on the frame story about the time their
own children with special needs had started school. The data gathered by role play method is
written data that can be analyzed with various methods: various themes can be found in the
stories, a typical story can be composed based on the data, or the discourses in the stories
are analyzed when the focus is on the way issues are discussed in the data. In the stories
obtained, parents’ experiences and perceptions were under investigation. It was considered
a suitable method because the study of narrative is the study of the ways humans experience
the world. A story is a way of characterizing the phenomena of human experience (Connelly
and Clandinin, 1990) and storytelling seeks to better understand the “why” behind human
action (Polkinghorne, 1995).

Results

Features that support the transition to school in children with special needs

Parents highlighted the importance of having the familiar professionals during the transition
phase: it is important to have therapists who are already familiar to a child to support during
this significant phase. Caring adults provide safe atmosphere. Likewise, teachers have a great
role. The future teacher can familiarize with a child with special needs before the child starts
school, for example, by visiting the child’s preschool. Also the child can visit the school already
beforehand. This way not only the child but also the teacher gets important information and
becomes better prepared to the transition phase.

“The school personnel was familiar and the environment was completely safe. The prospective
teacher of the special grade visited the preschool and met the new pupils regularly, about once
a month.” (3)

Although multiprofessional collaboration has a central role in supporting children with special
needs, it does not guarantee the use and emergence of multiprofessional know how: good
team work and interaction skills are needed as well as open and trustful atmosphere among
the group members. In addition to these, parents emphasized shared understanding about
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the goals or those basic tasks that the collaboration aims at (see also Karilaand Nummenmaa
2001).

Secondly, parents considered multiprofessional meetings salient as in these meetings,
information about the child with special needs could be shared. Planning of arranging
personal support usually starts already at preschool and should be continued at school as a
part of the multiprofessional collaboration.

“Regular meetings to make plans of arranging personal support were held already at
preschool and all parties participated and discussed issues thoroughly. It gave a feeling that
the goals were clear and everyone would do their best.” (3)

Parents who actively take care of their children’s special needs have to do multiple tasks. They
must inform the professionals of their children’s development and participate in planning the
special support their children need at preschool and at school. Parents in this study expected
that professionals would provide them with support and means to cope with everyday life
and clear guidelines what they can do at home to enhance their children’s development (cf.
Veijola, 2004).

“Time at preschool went nicely, the long relationship with the special needs assistant was safe.
And even if we changed the preschool, the assistant remained the same. The future school
was introduced already during preschool. The assisting teacher visited Brett and the assistant
every now and then to guide and plan preschool teaching together with them and the special
early childhood education teacher.” (5)

It was considered beneficial if the assistant could assist the child when needed but
simultaneously let the child learn to be self-directed when possible. Mostly, the parents
highlighted the individuality of their children and how it could be noticed when enhancing
their amusement, social relationships, and learning and development. The parents were
especially concerned of how their children would integrate in the child group at school. For
example, some children would need help in communication:

“They used sign language to support speech at school too which was important because
speaking and communicating was especially challenging. New adults found it difficult to
understand Brett at first and Brett was frustrated in these situations. Therefore, it is important
to the child that the group includes some already familiar children who can communicate quite
fluently with each other.”(1)

People around children with special needs have to spend time with them to learn to know the
children’s typical reactions, points of interest, and habits (see also Launonen, 2009).
Becoming familiar with the child’s special way of communicating is crucial for the success of
multiprofessional collaboration, too, and speech therapists’, sign language instructors’,
interpreters’ help is irreplaceable. Parents and teachers spend plenty of time with children
and therefore, they need to have as much information as possible about the child and about
the communication methods.
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Features that make the transition to school in children with special needs difficult

Although the parents in this study wrote about the importance of the multiprofessional
collaboration, it could also be considered negative. The quality of collaboration and
interaction can be experienced negatively for example when a teacher does not have
necessary skills and professional knowledge to work with children with special needs. This
situation concerned parents in this study. Especially, the parents discussed the realization of
personal plans and arrangements at school. The teacher is responsible for implementing the
actions written in plans in practice. Likewise, the fulfillment of the plans should be regularly
evaluated:

“All the forms and notes ought to be realized (personal plans). The teacher does not know how
to support the child. Integration was not successful in lessons and the child was just standing
by and had to work hard at home. Mother had to organize all the meetings and be active. Peer
relationships were not paid attention at preschool. It would be important to recognize the
child’s strengths.” (1)

Another issue that emerged from the data was negative changes in a child’s condition. A child
could, for example, start having more epileptic fits in the new surroundings causing parents
worry and negative feelings. New medication and absenteeism from school make the
transition more difficult. New people and unfamiliar surroundings, and the child’s insecurity
may increase the number and form of medical issues.

“The fall came and Brett started the path as a pupil. Everything was new: assistants, many
hands instead of one familiar and safe assistant), environment, habits, and actions. At first,
insecurity and even worry occupied parents’ minds during school days. Soon Brett started to
have new kinds of epileptic fits. A new medication was started but still, Brett kept having the
fits. We did not dare to put Brett in school and the transition to school was quite irregular. It
seemed that the thought of everything new was a bit too much to Brett, too.” (5)

The child’s health is important to parents and it cannot be always predicted how a different
learning environment can affect the success of transition to school. The parents in this study
thought of the possibility of changing the school environment already beforehand so that it
would enhance the child’s well-being.

”Brett is severely disabled who does not cope alone at all and needs adults’ help in everything.
Starting school meant meeting 11 new adults, ‘learning to know their hands’, adjusting to the
new environment (colors, lights, smells, voices), and daily rhythm. Everything new, especially
many new things coming in life at the same time, is tiring and increases the flood of sensations.
Noise causes a lot of pain to a child who uses hearing aid.” (6)

Thirdly, the parents were concerned about stigmatization. Children with special needs can be
bullied at school in many ways; for example, not becoming invited to a classmate’s birthday
party can be seen as bullying. The parents noted that if the child’s need for support
diminishes, it is important give less support and rather focus on providing timely support. On
the other hand, the parents in this study worried about their concern, too: they realized that
their worrying was not to benefit their children. Children sense if parents or teachers are
nervous.
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“What was negative was that Brett was somehow labeled although the need for special
support had almost totally disappeared. Sometimes it feels like people keep on about
something that is not relevant any longer. The multiprofessional support was important when
topical but now it can be loosened.”(8)

“Peer relationships were problematic. Brett was invited to a birthday party. Also the small
village community could hinder the emergence of social relationships. The child was
stigmatized as special because of the lack of communication abilities.” (1)

Parents’ perceptions of multiprofessional collaboration

The parents’ in this study discussed the ways of utilizing multiprofessional collaboration during
the transition phase from preschool to school. According to their perceptions, sometimes
different issues are different to parents than to professionals. The parents highlighted smooth
practices in the everyday life, such as school transportation and morning and afternoon care.
When taken care of appropriately, they provide the sense of security in a child’s school day
and therefore can function as a salient positive factor in the transition.

Skilled multiprofessional staff has naturally a key role in successful transition, too. Reliable
and permanent adults who stay with the child during the transition process make the basis
for a good start. Agreements of common methods used at preschool and school increase the
sense of security. In this study, the parents pointed out the meetings with the
multiprofessional staff and personal plans for arranging special assistance. Interaction
between the parties was especially important to parents when it comes to building trust.

The role that a child’s assistant has was stressed by parents in this study (see also Maensivu,
Uusiautti and Maatta, 2012). The special needs assistant is important to the smoothness of
the child’s everyday living. However, the assistant is the least educated when compared to
early childhood education teachers and classroom teachers, and thus, not heard at the time
of planning special support. Therefore, it seemed relevant to have other staff to take care of
children’s everyday life, too, to build trust between them and parents and to boost the sense
of solidarity in taking care of children with special needs. In any case, the personnel need each
other’s expertise and researchers’ efforts (see Launonen, 2009).

“It just feels so safe to have more people to support your child and they give valuable
information already beforehand.” (2)

According to the parents, multiprofessional collaboration must be developed so that various
families and their individual characteristics are paid attention to but also to enable early
intervention. Furthermore, a child with special needs should be evaluated in various
environments as interaction can be learned and practiced in numerous situations.
Negotiations skills, ability to admit mistakes and receive feedback were considered crucial to
everyday life and how to make it as smooth as possible through the multiprofessional
collaboration.

“Brett got used to the school rhythm relatively well. It was very important to wake up Brett’s
body before the school day started. Likewise, it was important to keep up the rhythm at home.
To give food at certain hours and go to bed in good time.” (4)
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The parents considered information about communication with children with severe
disabilities salient. Although various professionals have some education about interaction and
basics of communication, unfortunately their skills remain constricted compared, for
example, to speech therapists’ knowledge. Therefore, school personnel can find it difficult to
work with people with severe disabilities. Moreover, the parents emphasized they also need
to be supported when finding ways of communicating with their children.

Discussion

Parents’ perceptions reported in the results section reveal how comprehensive and wide-
ranging the need for special support is. The results also show that it is not just about the
guestion of children’s school readiness but the preparedness of the school, too. As the pursue
is to offer children with special needs opportunities to study at their neighboring school
supported by various measures, new challenges are faced to realize the principles of inclusion
in practice.

The need for supplementary education among the multiprofessional team supporting
children with special needs is obvious but, in addition to that, the municipal and local
authorities have to be sufficiently informed. Commitment is crucial and concerns everyone in
the multiprofessional group. Shared meetings should be planned so that the family can fully
participate in making decisions on the child’s special arrangements at school.

Parents’ perceptions discussed in this study are in line with other studies on the issue, too.
Next, we will point out here some key dimensions that affect to the success of the transition
phase. Based on the results, they need to be considered especially carefully when pursuing
enhancing the smoothness of the transition to school among children with special needs.

Conclusion

First, adequate planning of personal support was highlighted by parents in this study.
“Although a growing literature attests to the importance of transition planning, a need exists
to identify the full set of elements within a transition plan that are important for child success”
(Forest et al., 2004, 104). Therefore, planning should be specifically focused on the transition,
be based on preschool experiences and have the continuum to the future. According to Fox
et al (2002), “the goal of transition planning is to mitigate the stress that may be incurred
through the transition process by maximizing continuity of services and supports and
minimizing interruptions in services and disruptions caused by changing services, locations,
and personnel” (p.153). The idea is that positive behavior support could be implemented
across all of the child’s environments, is composed of a number of individualized strategies,
and address the prevention of problems and the development of new skills and improved
patterns of social interaction. For example, quality preschool or childcare predicts ease of
adjustment, enhances pre-academic competencies, and strengthens social and self-
regulatory skills (Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta and Cox, 2000).

Social skills make one of the key issues in transition. The significance of the child’s peer
relationships was highlighted in parents’ stories. Likewise, MclIntyre, Blacher, and Baker
(2006) discovered that fostering early social skills in children with special needs may be an
important target for increasing the positive adaptation to school. Barbara Bowman (1994,
218) asserted that “It is essential for educators to understand the nature of the problems
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faced by children at risk of school failure and to design educational solutions that take into
account the importance of the social context in which learning takes place.” Indeed, in
Dockett and Perry’s (2003) study of what is important as students start school, children
considered having friends at school the most important factor while parents and teachers
emphasized adjustment: by adjustment, teachers meant ability to work in groups without
relying on the teacher and parents meant children’s ability to separate from them and fit in
the group (see also Ladd & Price, 1987). In all, adults described a child’s transition to school
as successful if the child expressed positive attitudes toward school (Dockett and Perry, 2003).

Finally, according to the parents’ perceptions, it appears significant that the focus was rather
on removing barriers to learning than fulfilling individual needs. Not enough attention is paid
on how to conquer individual barriers to learning: the results suggest that systematic and
specialized support regardless of the support method is required (see also Holopainen and
Savolainen, 2008). Rule, Fiechtl, and Innocenti (1990) introduced already over two decades
ago a survival skills curriculum aimed to children with handicaps starting school. The
fundamental though was to provide children with skills that will help them to encounter
different learning conditions as independently as possible, and basically, the idea was the
same that parents in this study demanded: to provide support only when needed. That
requires discernment of the teacher and other staff but also open communication about the
child’s progress.

Indeed, timely and considerate communication between the multiprofessional staff and
parents is needed (see also Eriksson and Arnkill, 2005; Ramey and Ramey, 1994; 1998).
Similarly, building trust between teachers and parents was found crucial. One the one hand,
it is important that children with special needs and their parents learn to know the teachers.
On the other hand, it is also important that teachers consider this collaboration as a natural
part of their job. Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, and Cox (2000) remind that teachers’ judgments
about problems in the classroom must be evaluated in relation to teachers’ attributes, such
as their ethnicity and skill level, that may influence their closeness and identification with
their students. Teachers unfamiliar with teaching a class with children with special needs may
need supplementary education. In addition, active developmental work through
multiprofessional collaboration widens the teacher perspective.

Collaboration between the teacher and multiprofessional team should be an integral part of
the education (Openshaw, 2008). For example, Morgan, Ashbaker, and Forbush (1998) claim
that too little attention has been paid to developing the collaborative skills of the actual
classroom team (see also Logan, 2006). Unquestionably, the help and support given to
families and children with special needs by a fluent multiprofessional team cannot be
undervalued (see also Takala, 2007). The ultimate aim is, anyway, to promote continuity in
the lives of young children with special needs (McIntyre, Blacher and Baker, 2006)—to make
transitions as smooth as possible.
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