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This evidence summary supports AERO’s practice guide for transitions to school for children 
with disability or developmental delay. It describes the evidence base behind the guides, 
synthesising insights from available research to connect to policy and practice. 

This evidence summary is derived from a systematic review conducted with our partners at Monash 
University in May 2022 using the Preferred Reporting Items of Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009).

The importance of a sense of belonging
For all children, an effective transition to school is defined as establishing a sense of belonging at school 
for a child and their family (AERO, 2022; Allen et al., 2018). This sense of belonging at school may include 
a feeling that: 

 • their teacher and peers like, value and accept them

 • the curriculum is interesting, appropriate and relevant

 • they are capable of succeeding at school

 • their cultural identity is welcome and valued and they can ‘be themselves’ (AERO, 2022).

edresearch.edu.au 1

https://www.edresearch.edu.au/resources/transitions-school-children-disability-or-developmental-delay
https://www.edresearch.edu.au/resources/transitions-school-children-disability-or-developmental-delay


Sense of belonging plays an important role in transitions as it is:

 • one of the strongest predictors of positive development in young people (O’Connor et al., 2010) 

 • a powerful protective factor for mental health and wellbeing (for example, Allen et al., 2022)

 • a core component of student success at school (Allen et al., 2018)

 • the basis for secure attachments from the earliest years of life (Over, 2016) 

 • a central part of the Early Years Learning Framework (DOE, 2022).

Practices to support transitions
Most children experience challenges as part of the transition to school. For children with disability 
or developmental delay (referred to hereafter as ‘children with disability’), there may be additional 
diverse needs that can be supported in individualised ways (Brown, 2015; Spencer-Brown, 2015; 
Reimagine Australia, 2022). A commitment to meeting these needs reflects a rights-based approach 
to disability, underpinned by the rights of all children to access education (United Nations 2006).

There is limited research available on specific practices that have proven effective in 
supporting transitions to school for children with disability. The practices described here and 
within the accompanying practice guide are based on the best evidence we have from our 
synthesis of research and AERO’s consultations. However, more rigorous evidence that can 
provide high and very high confidence of the effectiveness of certain practices is needed 
(see AERO’s Standards of evidence). Insights into promising practices can nevertheless be drawn 
from general research literature on disability and inclusion, as well as from AERO’s consultations 
with educators, teachers, school and service leaders, and transitions experts. Two key practices are 
detailed below – collaborative partnerships and child-centred approaches.

Collaborative partnerships

Collaborative partnerships between ECEC services, schools, families and allied health professionals 
are an important enabler of successful transitions to school for children with disability (Foster, 2013). 
However, research often identifies collaboration and communication as a challenge for this group 
(Lucas, 2013; Quintero & McIntyre, 2011; Schischka et al., 2012). Research points to 3 collaborative 
partnership strategies that can support effective transitions for children with disability and their families.
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1. Build a team around the child

Collaborative partnerships enhance child-centred approaches by building a team around each child 
that works together in an integrated way (Reimagine Australia, 2015). Available research on building 
a team around a child with disability shows that:

 • Parent and family involvement is a key factor in effective transitions (Daley et al., 2011), so transition 
activities should aim to increase parental involvement (Pears et al., 2015). Many parents and family 
members believe their involvement and advocacy in the transition planning process are important 
and can make a significant difference in outcomes for their child (Spencer-Brown, 2015).

 • Parents of children with disability also appreciate when schools work with other service providers 
to facilitate their child’s transition (Siddiqua & Janus, 2017).

 • The team around the child can include collaboration within organisations, such as between 
school leaders, and the child’s classroom teacher (Starr et al., 2016).

 • Collaboration models need to be designed around practical constraints in each context, such as 
available time; or proximity of schools, ECEC services and specialist services or professionals 
(Farmer, 2021; Quintero & McIntyre, 2011).

2. Sustain collaboration throughout the transition

Effective transitions are more likely when the timing and planning of every stage of the transition 
process reflects communication, collaboration and consistency between ECEC and school teams 
(Farmer, 2021; Quintero & McIntyre, 2011). Research examined on sustained (not just one-off) 
collaboration around transitions shows that:

 • Collaboration provides clarity during the transition planning process (Spencer-Brown, 2015). 
Involving professionals from different disciplines can help prepare teachers to support each child 
(Starr et al., 2016; Villeneuve et al., 2013). 

 • Effective collaboration begins well before the transition itself and may include teachers 
meeting the child and family before the child starts school (Reimagine Australia, 2022); 
or visiting and observing the child’s early intervention setting or preschool (Lillvist & Wilder, 2017; 
Schischka et al., 2012; Starr et al., 2016).

 • Transition teams who regularly meet with families before and during transitions can share 
their knowledge of teaching strategies, equipment, school logistics, and staffing needs 
(Underwood et al., 2019). Families also can contribute regular insights about the child’s strengths, 
challenges and needs (Villeneuve et al., 2013).

 • A timeline and plan around transition are beneficial for parents and families (Cumming & Smedley, 2017). 
Families appreciate updates on their child’s progress, to help them to advocate for and 
support their child’s development and learning (Hutchinson et al., 2014). Regular updates also 
facilitate collaboration in evaluating progress, addressing concerns and planning next steps 
in the transition process (Walker et al., 2012). 

 • The transition process can become stressful if families perceive that professionals working with 
their child are not using initiative, collaborating well or sharing information (Siddiqua & Janus, 2017). 
Uncertainty about staffing or personality differences are other stressors to navigate throughout 
the process (Lucas, 2013).
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3. Share clear, consistent, accessible information

Trust and open communication – both formal and informal – help strengthen relationships between 
families of children with disability, their teachers and educators, and allied health professionals 
(Lucas, 2013; Villeneuve et al., 2013). Reviewed research on communication during the transition 
to school shows that:

 • Sharing information early and often helps families understand systems, processes, 
and resources available to help their child (Starr et al., 2016). Families appreciate individualised, 
proactive communication and support during their child’s transition (Daley et al., 2011; 
Siddiqua & Janus, 2017; Spencer-Brown, 2015).

 • Appointing a middle person at the school to facilitate an agreed method of communication 
between the classroom teacher and the family can help ensure families know who to contact 
for ongoing information (Villeneuve et al., 2013).

 • Many types of information can support effective transitions when they are communicated clearly 
among the team around the child. These include:

 ― policies and procedures related to education planning, and the roles and responsibilities 
of the different parties involved (Villeneuve et al., 2013)

 ― administrative information, such as class lists and financial support, released to relevant parties 
in a timely way (Fontil et al., 2020)

 ― training and recommendations to support the child’s learning (Farmer, 2021)

 ― goals for the child developed collaboratively between the family and their teachers and educators 
(Foster, 2013; Spencer-Brown, 2015) 

 ― knowledge that families may hold about parental rights that can allow them to advocate 
meaningfully for their children (Spencer-Brown, 2015) 

 ― clear timelines for communication, as unmet expectations for receiving information cause stress 
for families (Starr et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2012).

 • Communication between the team around the child’s transition needs to be adapted to specific 
needs, preferences and circumstances. These include:

 ― accessibility considerations for families as well as children; such as descriptive tags for images 
if a parent has a visual impairment (Curle, 2015) 

 ― language and cultural differences, which may affect communication styles, understanding, 
and attitudes to disability (Starr et al., 2016) 

 ― different philosophies on disability or transitions, which may necessitate different approaches 
for different families (Dockett et al., 2011)

 ― circumstances that may affect families’ ability to engage in the transition process, such as location 
and financial resources (Dockett et al., 2011).
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Child-centred approaches

A child-centred approach to transitions is built around the unique qualities, strengths, dispositions, 
interests and needs of each child (DEEWR, 2011). It focuses on children’s voices and rights, and is tailored, 
individualised and embedded within everyday teaching practices (Cologon, 2019; DEEWR, 2011). 
During transitions, educators and teachers can come together to make decisions about what will work 
best for each child, based on their needs, and with consideration of their interests and perspectives. 
Research points to 3 key strategies for supporting child-centred approaches for children with disability.

1. Cultivate positive relationships with children

Developing warm, trusting relationships with children with disability is essential for supporting the 
transition process (Lucas, 2013; Starr et al., 2016) and fostering a sense of belonging in the new school 
environment (AERO, 2022). Research into the importance of these relationships shows that:

 • family members of children with disability value educators and teachers who are caring, supportive, 
competent, relaxed, understanding, positive and proactive when supporting their child’s transition 
to school (Siddiqua & Janus, 2017) 

 • families of children with disability may require the support these relationships provide as they navigate 
the demanding process of achieving a formal diagnosis for their child (Underwood et al., 2019). 

2. Build on children’s strengths

A child-centred approach to transitions for children with disability focuses on what each child can 
do, and what they need to succeed in their own way. It rejects normative understandings of school 
readiness (Reimagine Australia, 2022) and instead examines whether the school environment and 
practices are ready for each child. A strengths-based approach to transitions is supported by literature 
that shows:

 • Every child has the right to experience an education that is free from discrimination and provided 
on an equal basis (United Nations, 2006). In Australia, each state and territory department of education 
has committed through its various policies and frameworks to delivering inclusive education for 
all students. Inclusive education involves recognising the unique capabilities of every child.

 • Children with disability can play an active role in contributing to their own successful transition 
to school when supported to build and apply relevant capabilities. This includes early and ongoing 
opportunities to participate in real-life experiences, further develop daily life and self-care skills, 
ways to interact with adults and peers, and understand school rules and routines (Mayo-Holmes, 2021).

 • Child-centred attitudes and behaviours, such as noticing, recognising and responding (DEEWR, 2011), 
can support children with disability to express their knowledge, capacities, needs and interests 
in diverse ways.

 • Valuing the uniqueness of each child also involves understanding their family culture, dynamics, 
values and priorities (Spencer-Brown, 2015; Walker et al., 2012).
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3. Provide responsive teaching and support 

Child-centred approaches involve creating environments that are responsive to the needs and rights 
of all children (Cologon, 2013). Recognising the rights of children with disability requires a commitment to 
meeting the needs of each individual child with whatever resources are available (United Nations, 2006). 
Available research on individual support for children with disability during transitions to school shows that:

 • Transitions to school are effective when educators and teachers are given specialist support and 
appropriate resources to adapt physical environments to work effectively with children with disability 
(Walker et al., 2012).

 • Additional effort may be needed when access to specialised services is limited, or when children 
do not meet eligibility requirements; both are identified as barriers to personalised support by 
parents of children with disability (Mazer et al., 2017).

 • Orientation activities are beneficial for children with disability and their families 
(Reimagine Australia, 2022). This may include family visits to schools and early school registration, 
or play-based interactive events at the school (Lucas, 2013).

 • Parents and family members can assist educators and teachers to understand and implement strategies 
that will work best for their child (Spencer-Brown, 2015), and the activities and tools they use at home 
that may help their child to experience a successful transition (Reimagine Australia, 2022). 

 • Lack of knowledge among teachers and educators about effective teaching practices for children 
with disability can result in a lower likelihood of appropriate, personalised experiences being planned 
and undertaken (Tepe, 2012). Therefore, provision of professional learning about disability is essential 
for supporting an equitable learning experience (Starr et al., 2016).

Our practice guides provide more information about the practical strategies educators, teachers, school 
and service leaders can use to support transition to school for children with disability. These and a range 
of other resources are available for free from AERO’s website.
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