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Transition to primary school of children in economic disadvantage: Does a preschool
teacher training program make a difference?

Abstract

Transition to school may be experienced as a atitigent for both children and their
families. Within an ecological framework of tramsit, the scope of the concept of school
readiness in recent years has decentered fronhitdet@ the environment, including the
readiness of (pre)school education to develop skills in children. This study aims to
understand the extent to which a preschool teacuenpletion of training in the Incredible
Years® — Teacher Classroom Management program @¥HTduring children’s last preschool
year has an impact when children transition to arinschool, and contributes to reducing
differences between children with and without ecoirodisadvantage. Forty-four teachers from
classes with a high percentage of students in esmondisadvantage completed questionnaires
about 192 five/six-year-old children. Results frorass-sectional analyses showed that children
whose preschool teachers attended the 1Y-TCM prognehen compared to children whose
teachers did not, were significantly higher in abekills, adaptation to school and school
achievement at the end of the first term, and teadrgs more involved in education but with a
lower bonding with the teachers (medium to lardeatfsizes). Although not statistically
significant p = .08, Hedge'g = .29), results of longitudinal analyses are tregdn the
expected direction, suggesting that the Y- TCMIddwelp to reduce socio-economic disparity.
Results are discussed bearing in mind the impogtaha preschool education that addresses
the development of self-regulation and social shiil children, and the value of both initial and
continuous training for preschool teachers.

Keywaords:transition to school; preschool teachers trainingredible Year® Teacher

Classroom Management (TCM); social disadvantage.



I ntroduction

The transition from preschool to school represantsnportant moment in a child’'s
developmental course, and while it may evoke pasieelings of joy and enthusiasm,
accompanied by expectations of increased resptitysdnd independence, the qualitative shift
that it involves may be challenging for both thdathnd the family (Einarsdottir, 2003; Sollars
& Mifsud, 2016). In Portugal, preschool educatisminder the scope of the Ministry of
Education and is meant for children aged from B years. Although it is optional, a 2009 law
made preschool free and universal for 5 year-oiidien (Decree-Law 85/2009, a measure
extended to 4 year-old children by Decree-Law 65530and the national statistics indicate that
at present about 97.7% of 5-year-olds actuallyndteepreschool settin@€6nselho Nacional de
Educacdo CNE, 2020). This universal availability of prescheducation means that most
Portuguese children at the age of 6 (or perhagsfiending on their date of birth) are faced
with the experience of transitioning from preschioathe first grade of primary school, which is
also the first stage of compulsory education. Titaissition, therefore, becomes an important
area of research, given how the way it is expeddriy the child and his/her environment will
have profound implications in terms of the chiltlisure academic success, and thus it has come
to be regarded as a sensitive period in this régpegncius et al., 2014; OECD, 2017; Rimm-
Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).

Previous research has well documented the mutth@ges that characterize the
transition from preschool to first grade. Childraove from a child-centered environment
where time and space are organized according toaald’s likes and needs, to a less flexible,
curriculum-centered environment that prioritizegmitive learning and academic success over
caring (Balduzzi et al., 2019; Brooks & Murray, 3)1Unlike the preschool context, where
children’s creativity and idiosyncrasies may bemgd as assets, in primary school the learning
goals are essentially the same for all the studertg class and are designed to increase their
skills (Correia & Marques-Pinto, 2016; Rothe, Urb&niNerning, 2014). At the same time,
children have to recognize and follow differenttines, which involve being alert and active
while sitting for longer periods (Rimm-Kaufman &apta, 2000; Sollars & Mifsud, 2016). This
change from a playful environment to one that istiydocused on learning may cause children
to feel a loss of control over their learning (Batdi et al., 2019), leading many to experience
this transition as something akin to a culture gh@rostréom, 2005). Also at the social level,
children become more independent from adults aiftifebm an environment where they
primarily interact with adults, to one where theginty interact with a new group of peers,
including older students (Rimm-Kaufman & PiantaQ@pD

As highlighted by research findings, transitiorsttool may be experienced as a critical

event not only by children but also by their fagsliBalduzzi et al., 2019; Correia & Marques-



Pinto, 2016; Sollars & Mifsud, 2016). Regardingttipic, parents’ concerns pertain to both the
academic and social spheres. On the one handwéytheir children have enough knowledge
and academic learning skills to meet their teaclesyzectations (Arndt et al., 2013). On the
other hand, they may worry that school does nditlftiie children’s social and emotional

needs, or may note that the children miss theggtreol friends or may be potentially bullied

by older school mates (Sollars & Mifsud, 2016). ¥isee the new school context as demanding
and much more “serious” for the child than the phesl, and the anxiety aroused by this
representation may be conveyed to the child (Ca&eMarques-Pinto, 2016). At the same

time, communication between parents and teachgmsrnmary school tends to be less frequent
(e.g., more focused on problems), less flexiblerande formal (e.g., subject to prior
appointment), and the interactions between adpdteft-teacher and parent-parent) are in
general less encouraged (Correia & Margues-Pifth6 2Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000).

The psychological and emotional challenges facechlilfren and families during the
transition to primary school can be particularlifidult for children and families from
disadvantaged backgrounds (Balduzzi et al., 20b¢hdret al., 2014; Van Laere & Boudry,
2019). In fact, in situations of economic deprigatithe same factors that place the child at risk
for poor academic outcomes (e.g., less stimuldtomge environment, parents who are less
committed to their education and to collaboratinthwchool, and who lack of knowledge of
the (pre)school culture and expectations) may etsopromise a smooth transition and
adaptation to the new school and learnings. Astme time, there is strong evidence to support
the idea that high quality early education is th&t Etep to counterbalance disadvantage
(Dumcius et al., 2014; European Commission, 20HCD, 2017; Skopek et al., 2017).

Within an ecological and dynamic perspective afisgraon, a child’s readiness must be
understood as being directly and indirectly infloee by his/her contexts (e.g., school, family,
peers), the relationships among them, and the wely sontexts and relationships change over
time (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). In view of thassues, the scope of the concept of
school readiness has expanded considerably intrgears, having decentered from the child to
the environment, including four important composefiteady families”, “ready communities”,
“ready early childhood education” and “ready sckb@Dumcius et al., 2014 uropean
Commission, 2011 In Portugal, transition strategies that encorepasltiple contexts and
agents are advocated by tBerricular Guidelines for Preschool Educat{omeant to be an open
and flexible curriculum framework, as opposed tosed program, CNE, 2020), in a chapter
dedicated to educational continuity and transitiand in line with international guidelines (see
Van Laere et al., 2019 for a review). These stiatemgclude the coordination between
preschool and primary school teachers (@agssing on information about the developmental
and learning level of each child), the childremgdlvement (e.qg., discussing transition topics

with the child, visiting the new school), the fiteition of transition at the institutional level



(e.g., having spaces such as the library or satatken used by children of both levels), and
the participation of parents/families (e.g., provgithem information about the new school and
being available to answer to their questions) &dtal., 2016). This last issue capitalizes on
the partnership relationship between the paremdtateacher throughout the preschool years,
which will favor the parents’ participation in th@nsition and the next educational stage (Silva
et al., 2016). However, as pertinent as these rewdations may be, the specific actions
actually undertaken by teachers in order to fat#ithe children’s transition may be dependent
on their actual possibilities (e.g., being awartiew to prepare the transition; primary school
teachers having the list of new students aheaithef)t their awareness about the issues raised
by transition and their sensitivity to the chil@isd family’s needs in this particular stage of
their development (Balduzzi et al., 2019; Dumciualg 2014; Silva et al., 2016).

Moreover, in accordance with the sa@warricular Guidelines for Preschool Education
(Silva et al., 2016)*supporting transition and ensuring continuityedaot mean anticipating
the learning methodologies and strategies congidgppropriate for the next stage, but rather
providing at each stage the learning experiencdopportunities that allow children to develop
their potential, and creating favorable conditiforsthem to succeed at the next stage” (Silva et
al., 2016, p. 97). Therefore, the preschool teaahdrenvironment play a major role in
preparing the child for a smooth transition procésshis context, socio-emotional, self-
regulation and problem-solving skills have emerdedng the last decade as key goals for
education during the early years, in parallel vpitb-academic skills (Durlak & Weissberg,
2011; Durlak et al., 2011; European Commission12&llva et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017).
In fact, literature has increasingly emphasized i development of such skills promotes
child’s readiness for schooling and positive cagaiand academic development (Cadima et al.,
2015; Hutchings et al., 2013; Webster-Stratton &Bter, 2015). Teachers themselves
acknowledge the importance of a child’s school ireggs characteristics over those stressing
academic performance, as demonstrated by a suovelucted by Niklas et al. (2018) in six
countries on three different continents. In thiglgt when asked to choose eight among 17
characteristics they considered to be importanafemooth transition to school, 1198 early
years educators and primary school teachers climdegendence” (83.47%), “social
competence” (78.46%), “concentration” (66.19%) amdtivation” (57.43%) significantly
more often than average, while “basic literacy andheracy skills” (chosen by 26.38% of the
participants) were viewed significantly less oftenimportant school readiness characteristics.
Therefore, the quality of early education is clggelated with the teachers’ ability to create an
educational environment that promotes those gkilhildren which, in turn, can be linked to
the training and professional development of tlaghers themselves (Dumcius et al., 2014;
Durlak et al., 2011).



The Incredible Years® — Teacher Classroom Manage(héTCM), a program
developed by Carolyn Webster-Stratton (2003), eslugith teachers of children from 3 to 8
years of age. According to the author, the progshould be offered in six monthly full-day
training workshops, to groups of 14 to 15 presclwgirimary school teachers, and conducted
by qualified facilitators with certified training lead teachers’ groups (Webster-Stratton &
Bywater, 2015). The IY-TCM aims to provide teachsith strategies for better classroom
management, leading children to increase sociadfiemal and academic skills, as well as
problem solving and self-regulation skills, promatifriendship and positive peer interactions,
while reducing aggressive and oppositional behaviaraddition, the training aims to
encourage effective and active ways to involve migran school and to promote coherence and
consistency in the application of educational sgggs, in the school and family contexts
(Webster-Stratton & Bywater, 2015).

Several studies have documented the efficacy dfiytiigCM in improving both teachers’
outcomes (e.g., increases in positive classroonagement strategies and reduction in negative
strategies, increased self-confidence) (Allen et28119; Carlson et al., 2011), and children’s
outcomes (e.g., reduction in problem behaviorsiaogase in social skills and problem-
solving) (for a systematic revieseeNye, Melendez-Torres, & Gardner, 2018). Among ¢hes
studies we highlight the cluster randomized cotdtbtrial of which the present investigation
constitutes a development (Blinded for review, 20T8e research was undertaken with the
support of the EEA Grants Program “Public Healttidtives 2009-2014”, which aimed to
improve public health and reduce health inequalitréth a core focus on mental health.
Participants were 1030 children aged 3-6 years) 86 preschool classrooms selected for their
high percentage of children coming from familieggonomic need. After the IY-TCM
intervention, teachers who had attended the trgisiowed a greater increase in observed
positive behaviors, namely in the use of specifaige (Blind for review, 2016), and
preschoolers in the experimental classes showed mmrovements in their social skills and
greater reduction in problem behavior (Blind foriesv, 2018). Besides, children with lower
levels of social skills (high risk) at baseline @hdse from economically disadvantage
backgrounds showed greater improvements in sddlid, out these effects were not observed
for problem behavior (Blind for review, 2018).

Although several studies have documented the eféawss of the IY-TCM program in
improving some important children and teacher autes to our knowledge, its usefulness in
preparing children and parents for the transitmprimary school has never been studied,
particularly when economic disadvantage is presérit study aims to answer the following
questions: 1) To what extent does a preschool ggacattendance at training in the IY-TCM
program have an impact on a child’s transitionrimpry school in terms of: 1a) the child’'s

adaptation and behavior? and 1b) parental involnemneschool?; 2) Did the intervention



contribute to mitigating differences between tholsiédren with and without economic

disadvantage?

Method
Procedures
The present study is a second stage of a previodg that evaluated the efficacy of the Y-
TCM as a preventive stand-alone intervention anforguguese preschoolers from low-income
areas in the District of Coimbra, where being &dito receive free lunch was taken as a proxy
indicator of economic need. That earlier study ied of a cluster randomized control trial in
which preschools in disadvantaged areas were ragdssigned to an experimental (IY-TCM)
or to a control condition. Teachers in the experitakcondition participated in IY-TCM
training, implemented in six monthly full-day wohaps and four sessions of individual in-
class support by trained facilitatoEsach 1Y-TCM group was composed of 16-17 preschool
teachers who were trained to use positive skillmémaging their classrooms, as well as in
promoting social, emotional, academic and problelwirzg skills in children, in a partnership
relationship with the families. The program useskaborative approach, which involves active
learning methods such as role-play, video modehogie based activities, and group
discussion aimed at identifying social learningpiples. The average attendance rate was 5.5
days out of 6%D= 0.70). Teachers in the control condition welferefd the training in the
subsequent school year. Evaluations were carriedefare the teacher training (pre-
intervention) and after the training was compldigakt-intervention, seven months after
baseline). The characteristics of children andgtres| teachers who participated in that study,
as well as the results from the RCT, were repdrtedprevious paper (Blind for review, 2018).
A third evaluation was completed at the first terithe following school year (post-transition).
The study presented in this paper is focused spaityf on children who had meanwhile started
primary school.

At the beginning of the following school year, wentacted the primary school teachers
who had in their classrooms children who had padied in the previous study, and explained
the project’s goals, without identifying the stuttewhose preschool teachers had or had not
participated in the 1Y-TCM training during the piews year (experimental/control). Teachers
completed questionnaires only 3 months after tiginidéng of the school year, as this time
period would allow them to get to know the childteiter. The questions concerning issues of
adaptation to school and information on the chiith@cademic performance (school grades)
were collected via a phone call after the end effitst term.

The Portuguese Data Protection Commission (CNPDBMN3/2016), along with the
administration of all the participating schoolsthaarized the research. In addition, all the

parents and teachers of the participating childigned an informed consent.



Participants

From the children who had participated in the prasistudy, we elected for this research
those who had meanwhile enrolled in primary sclfimalusion criterion). The number of
children who met the criterion was 333. From thesee were excluded based on the
following criteria: those who moved to a differesthool group/geographical aree< 24);
those whose primary school was in a building déférfrom the preschool and number of
students was lower than 8 € 38); and those whose parents did not sign tieenmed consent
(n=61). From the eligible children, there were 11&ge teachers did not complete the
questionnaires. The remaining 192 children padigg in the study, which represents 58% of
the initial number. From those, 91 were from thpezimental condition (IY-TCM) and 101
from the control condition from the previous study.

Insert Table 1

The main characteristics of children and teachersepresented in Table 1. Regarding
children, 108 were boys and 84 were girls, 5 tearg-old M = 75.27;SD= 3.63; both in
months). Forty-three percent of those childrentheeh entitled to free-lunch while in
preschool, which was far greater than the naticatal of 18% for the same period (Blind for
review, 2018). The experimental and control groupse equivalent with regard to gender, age,
and percentage of children entitled to free lunch.

These students were nested in 44 classrooms, wiasteof the participating teachers
(77%) were females, with ages ranging from 38 tyé&&s 1 = 49.05;SD= 6.93). Most had a
degree in education higher than a Bachelor’'s (8884d)they had been working as teachers for
16 to 36 yearsM = 24.09;SD= 6.15). The average class size Was 18.64 D = 4.60),
whereas the number of children participating ingtely ranged from one to 12 per clagsH
4.36;SD= 2.62). Most teachers had only received in tbleigsses children from the
experimental groupn(= 20), or only from the control group € 19), while there were some
teachers who had children from both groups 6).

M easures

Sociodemographic Questionnaire — Children and PaterQuestionnaire developed for this
study in order to collect children’s data (e.g€ agd gender) and parents’ data (e.g., age, level
of education).

Sociodemographic Questionnaire — TeacheFis questionnaire was also created for this
study to collect data relative to teachers’ chanastics (e.g., age, gender), training (e.g., level
of training), and professional background (e.gmbaer of years as a teacher), as well as
information about the group of children they weradhing (e.g., number of students in the
class).

Child Behavior.The Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior ScalescerSeEdition (PKBS-2;
Merrell, 2002; Portuguese version by Major & Seabaatos, 2014) evaluate the children’s
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social skills and problem behaviors. The PKBS-2 iehavior rating scale that can be
completed by parents, teachers or other careginexant to evaluate the behavior of 3 to 6
year-old children. In this study the PKBS-2 was ptated by the teachers. It includes 80 items
distributed over two scales (all thevalues that follow were obtained for this studg:in a
Social Skills scaleo(= .95) consisting of three subscales — Social €min/ Adjustmento =
.90), Social Interaction/Empathy € .90) and Social Independence/Assertiveness.86) —;

and 46 items on a Problem Behavior scale (97), distributed over two subscales —
Externalizing ¢ = .97), and Internalizingy(= .92). All the items are scored on a 4-point kike
scale (from 0O, for behaviors that never occur, tioBthose that occur often), with a higher
score on the Social Skills scale and subscalesatidg higher social skills, whereas a higher
score on the Problem Behavior scale and subsaflests more problems. The analyses
performed for this study are based on the datec@d at baseline (questionnaires completed
by preschool teachers before the IY-TCM trainingd & months after the transition to primary
school (questionnaires completed by the schoohtxay:.

Child Adaptation to School and School Achievemefitshort questionnaire was developed in
order to evaluate the children’s adaptation to etfrom the teacher’s perspective. It included
five questions concerning: relationship with cafjeas, relationship with the teacher, ability to
manage one’s emotions, ability to perform schoskdaand the way the child adapted to school
in general. These items were rated using a fivetsmale, from “Very poor” to “Very good”.
The internal consistency for this sample was .8i& Jum of the school grades in Mathematics,
Portuguese and Environment Studies at the endedirgt school trimester, rated by teachers on
a 4-point scale (1 = “Non-satisfactory”, 2 = “S#drgory”, 3 = “Good”, and 4 = “Very good”),
was taken as indicator of the student’s schooleagment. This and the following
guestionnaire were completed only once by the pgiraehool teacher at the end of the first
trimester of the school year (post transition eatadin).

Parental Involvement in SchoolThe INVOLVE-Teacher (Malone, Miller-Johnson, &
Maumary-Gremaud, 2000; Webster-Stratton, Reid, @Btiller, 2008; Portuguese version by
Gaspar, Vale, & Borges, 2015) is a 20-item raticgesdeveloped to evaluate the amount and
quality of parents’ involvement with their childrereducation, from the teacher’s perspective.
The items are distributed across three subscatkaranscored on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1
=“Never” to 5 = “More than once a week”), wheral®&ays represents greater involvement.
Two of the subscales evaluate parent-initiatedlireraent (all thex values that follow were
obtained for this study): Parental Involvement @ugation, appraising whether parents were
involved in school or classroom activities and sutipe of educational goals € .91) and
Parental Involvement with School/Teacher, measugaghers’ perceptions of how parents
interact, participate, and communicate with theostlx = .90). The third subscale, Teacher

Bonding with Parengvaluates teacher-initiated actions to involve piaresuch as calling,



writing notes or inviting to school. Two of the ginal items had correlations with the subscale
below .20 and were therefore removed from the syues#® analysiso(= .85 after deleting those
items).
Data Analysis

The data were examined cross-sectionally at passiion, as well as longitudinally,
controlling for scores at pre-intervention. Thess-gectional analyses were conducted using
independent samplégests, where intervention condition defined theugs (i.e., I'Y-TCM or
Control = no IY-TCM). We assessed the children wigoe included in the study and those not
included based on age, economic need, and expddhwamdition. On the PKBS-2 we used
percentile ranks from the national standardizas@mple for the purpose of comparison.
Longitudinal data analysis was also conductedlinear mixed model framework, where an
interaction between time, intervention, and ecormameied was examined. Effect sizes fortthe
tests are reported using Cohedysnd for the linear mixed models using Hedag(sledges,
2007). The effect sizes for Hedgg'and Cohen’sl can be assessed using Cohen'’s criteria:
0.20 is small, 0.50 is medium, 0.80 is large, a3 1s very large (Cohen, 1988). All analyses

were conducted in IBM SPSS version 26.

Results
Comparison Between Participants and Children not Included in the Study
Children not included in the studg € 141) did not differ significantly from the
participants in terms of agg€331) = 1.15p > .05, genderg?(1,N = 333) = .10p > .05, being
entitled to free-lunch while in preschog#(1,N = 333) = .16p > .05, or being in the
experimental/control condition?(1,N = 333) = .65p > .05.

Children Behavior and Adaptation to Primary School

At the end of the first trimester in primary schaghildren in the 1Y-TCM group had
higher ratings in social skills than children i ttontrol group. The same effect was observed
either for the total scoréA = 87.32 vsM = 81.03, respectively) or for each of the threei@oc
Skills subscales: Social Cooperation/Adjustmenti@dnteraction/Empathy and Social
Independence/Assertiveness (see Table 2 for detaffect sizes ranged from 0.39 to 0.56. No
differences were observed between the two grouttsrespect to the Problem Behavior total
score nor in the subscales: Externalizing and halézing.

Insert Table 2

From pre-intervention (preschool baseline) to gistsition, all children in the study
showed a decrease in social skills, but the childnehe 1Y-TCM condition decreased
significantly less in post-transition compared vittle children in the control condition (time by

intervention effect)t(332) = -2.31p = .02, Hedge'g = .34. When compared to the national
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standards in percentile rank®) (both groups were rated as average at pre-imgore(P = 57
andP = 55, respectively, for the intervention and tbatcol conditions), while after the
transition the IY-TCM group was still rated as age P = 52), whereas the control group no
longer was R = 37). No differences in change from pre-interi@nto post-transition were
observed between the two groups with respect t@tbblem Behavior total score.

Children in the IY-TCM group were rated by theiat¢@ers as having adapted to primary
school better than children in the control groip=21.20 vsM = 18.83, respectively =
0.69) and they also had higher rates at the etiteagchool trimesteiM = 9.99 vsM = 8.53,
respectivelyd = 0.67).
Parental I nvolvement

Parents in the IY-TCM condition were rated by teashas being more involved in
children’s education than parents in the controugrfM = 24.70 vsM = 22.96, respectively
= 0.41), whereas the opposite was true with retgatlde teacher’s bonding with the parents,
with teachers considering that they tend to efi@tinvolvement of parents more in the control
(M =11.77) than in the 1Y-TCM groupA = 10.08;d = 0.54).
Economic Status and Social Skills Across Time

Overall, children receiving free lunch had loweciabskills in both the 1Y-TCM and
control groups, and at both pre-intervention anstqp@nsition. There was not a statistically
significant interaction between time by interventlny economic statug191) = 1.74p = .08,
Hedge’sg = .29. However, children in economic need in theTl®M group showed slight
improvement in social skills from pre-interventivi = 85.95) to post school transitioM &
86.24), while all other sub-groups (i.e., non-eguitoneed IY-TCM group and all control
groups) had moderate decreases in social skillsepresented in Figure 1, the two lines
corresponding to children in the 1Y-TCM conditiamth and without economic disadvantage,
come closer, while the equivalent lines correspogdd the control group diverge.

Insert Figure 1

Discussion

The first aim of this study was to compare two goof children, coming from classes
with high rates of socio-economic disadvantagerdftey made the transition to primary
school: children in the two groups differed in ttiair preschool teacher had either attended
(IY-TCM group) or did not attend (control groupkthy-TCM program during the children’s
last year of preschool. Overall, at the end offitst trimester in primary school there was a
significant and positive difference in social skiladaptation to school, school achievement and
parental involvement in education for the IY-TCMygp when compared to the control group

(medium to large effect sizes).
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More particularly, children in the IY-TCM group shied higher levels of social skills
than children in the control group. In line witthet studies, these more positive outcomes in
social skills draw attention to the importance thraschool education may have in the
development of such skills (Durlak & Weissberg, P0Durlak et al., 2011). Moreover, our
results highlight the protective role that a qyatiteschool education — one which places a
strong emphasis on developing socio-emotional;regiiilation and problem-solving skills —
may have on children’s adaptation to the new piynsahool environment and on school
achievement at the end of the first term. Prevregsarch included in the Taylor et al. (2017)
meta-analysis of the follow-up effects of 82 intmtions involving students from kindergarten
to high-school had already demonstrated that sebha&dd social and emotional learning
interventions have not only short term benefitschaitdren in terms of their socio-emotional
skills, attitudes and indicators of well-being, bhty may also have long-term positive effects
in the students’ developmental trajectories, sicmare positive long-term academic outcomes,
fewer placements in special education, and fewests.

Results from the longitudinal analysis call theation to the general decrease in
children’s social skills from preschool to primaghool, which may denote that children’s
social abilities are challenged when faced withrtbeelty of primary school environment.
Another possible explanation for the decrease neaphat the same questionnaire (PKBS-2)
was completed by two different teachers, who maselthfferent perspectives: the preschool
teachers, who had known the child for a longergaeof time would arguably know the boy or
girl better as compared with the primary schootlea, who would have higher expectations
about what adequate behavior is. Whatever the eafan for this decrease may be, children
from the 1Y-TCM group seem to be more protectedntaming levels of social skills that are
still average when compared to the national statsdavhile children from the control group fall
significantly below.

In our study, parental involvement in school waalyred as an outcome measure of a
successful transition, following Rimm-Kaufman andrfea’s recommendation (2000). Parental
engagement plays a crucial role in the qualityasfyeeducation services, as a way of
strengthening the linkages between the child'sdiffit contexts and thus contributing to
consistent learning and developmental outcomesHitadren (Dumcius et al., 2014; Webster-
Stratton & Bywater, 2015). In fact, one of IY-TCMaggram's goals is to actively encourage
parents’ engagement, and our results show thabizairethe IY-TCM group were actually
more involved in their children’s education (i.agre involved in school or classroom activities
and supportive of educational goals). However,rmaxpected result has emerged with regard to
the teacher bonding with parents (i.e., teachéiated actions to involve parents, such as
calling, writing notes or inviting to school), whiavas higher in the control group. A possible

explanation is that because primary school teagienceive 1Y-TCM parents as more pro-
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actively involved in their children’s educationethmay feel that it is less necessary to get in
touch with them, to call them for meetings or otbenool events. Or it may be that they feel
parents’ involvement as intrusive and somewhagtieréng at a moment where they are
themselves adapting and in the process of tranditi@ new group of students. Further research
is warranted in order to clarify this issue.

The overall positive results achieved in this stadyy be related with the classroom
management skills that the IY-TCM program instilladhe preschool teachers, increasing their
ability to stimulate core self-regulation and sosidlls in children and to foster parental
involvement in education. Pianta, Hamre, and A{201.2) have underlined how the quality of
relationships between teachers and students irdftustudents’ engagement and ultimately their
learning and development. Within the ecology ofisiion, these relationships play an
important role in supporting the child through tiamanding and challenging stage (Mcintyre
et al.,2014). In this context, the 1Y-TCM may act as autgl between different actors of the
transition process — preschool teacher, child,family — that can assist the child when
adapting to the new school environment. In pardicithe way the preschool teacher relates
with the students is a powerful role model of fethuman relationships. Therefore, if preschool
teachers convey a sense of security and an attituioleing in tune with the child’'s needs,
children may transfer that to their new relatiopshin primary school and will feel safer and
more confident at school, which may eventually itaswbetter academic outcomes (Arndt et
al., 2013; Pianta et al., 2012). Moreover, thegased development of self-regulation skills in
preschool by IY-TCM children may also have factig their approach to school tasks in more
effective ways, resulting in a better engagemefitshgrade (Cadima et al., 2015).

The second research question addressed the issdeetifer the intervention contributed
to mitigating differences between children with avithout economic disadvantage. Although
not statistically significanty(= .08, Hedge'g) = .29), the results are trending in the expected
direction, suggesting that the implementation eflt¥+ TCM program in early childhood
education could help to reduce socio-economic digpan fact, the sub group of children in
economic disadvantage in the IY-TCM condition waes only one to show improved social
skills after school transition, even though theiaygment was slight. This change brought
them closer to their peers in the IY-TCM group wirre not economically disadvantaged.

Given how preschool education has become progedgsiemocratized, its increasing
role in helping to reduce the gap between childrem advantaged and disadvantaged
backgrounds thus breaking the intergenerationdéayfcpoverty, has been highlighted
(European Commission, 2011). By its very naturdyeeears education is particularly attuned
to each child’s needs, and the educational appesaate adjusted in order to provide
stimulating learning experiences and opportunftiegach child to develop their full potential

(Balduzzi et al., 2019; Brooks & Murray, 2018). Bging so, it contributes to more equal
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opportunities and creates the conditions for eebild to start primary school with confidence
(Silva et al., 2016). The results of our study@m@mising in that they suggest that the IY-TCM
program may contribute to buffering the drop inigbskills in children in economic
disadvantage when they transition to primary schiboérefore, the small sample size can be
viewed as a limitation of the present study, arglgieng a study with a larger sample and more
power to detect this effect could be warranted.

Some other limitations of the study need to be iclemed.First, if we hypothesize that
the considerable number of parents who did not tjigg consent to participate in the study
(18% of the total) were less involved in their dnéin’s education than the parents who gave
their consent, their absence may have skewed stisén a positive direction. Second, due to
the physical proximity among many of the preschaold primary schools in question, there
was no guarantee that the primary school teaclaet 10 knowledge of which group (IY-TCM
or control) the children belonged to. Thereforanemf them might not be “blind” in their
assessment of children, and this may have skeveegbtults. Third, all the evaluations were
based on self-report measures (versus interviemdirect observation), relying completely on
the teachers’ perspectives. Finally, the numbeueftionnaires completed by each teacher was
variable, with a maximum of 12, which in some casay have compromised a reliable
completion given the large number of items.

Anchoring onto an ecological perspective aboutsitaom to school, this study highlights
the major role that preschool education may havedilitating a smooth transition. Thus, a
“ready preschool” is one that is capable of fosghildren’s abilities in areas that will be
valuable for them, as they move from the protepredchool to the more demanding primary
school environment. In this context, self-regulatamd social skills emerge as important targets
to be developed during the preschool years. Begmleschool teachers must also be ready to
involve parents in the education process, creatingtwork that will support the child, also
during the transition. In this regard, when welpgarted and involving the different
stakeholders in the process, transition may bedegaas an opportunity for development and
learning (e.g., children feel a sense of belongintdpe school community and feel positive
about themselves as learners; relationships betpa@mts and the school are respectful,
mutual and responsive) (Dumcius et al., 2014).

The potential value of school-based social and iemal learning interventions (Taylor et
al., 2017) indicates that there is benefit to itimgsin the implementation of programs like the
IY-TCM during the preschool years. With this in mjrthe value of initial and continuous
training of early childhood educators in order teainsocietal needs cannot be overemphasized
(Dumcius et al., 2014; Durlak et al., 2011; OECD1?2).
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Tablel
Children and Primary Teachers’ Demographic Charaistecs

Demographic characteristics IY-TCM Control All p
Children
N 91 101 192
Age, in monthsM (SD) 75.21 (3.85) 75.33 (3.44) 75.27 (3.63) .823
Age, in years:n (%) .850
5-year-olds 17 (19) 17 (17) 34 (18)
6-year-olds 73 (80) 84 (83) 157 (82)
7-year-old$ 1(1) 0 (0) 1(0)
Gender:n (%) .384
Boys 48 (53) 60 (59) 108 (56)
Girls 43 (47) 41 (41) 84 (44)
Entitled to free lunch in
preschooln (%) 1.0¢°
Yes 39 (43) 44 (44) 83 (43)
No 52 (57) 57 (56) 109 (57)
Teachers
N 44
Age:M (SD) 49.05 (6.93)
(Min: 38; Max: 62)
Gendern (%)
Female 34 (77)
Male 19 (23)
Training:n (%)
Bachelor’s in Education 5(11)
Bachelor’s in Education, with
- 4(9)
complementary training
Degree in Education higher 35 (80)
than Bachelor’'s degree
NO. of years teachingdl (SD) 24.09 (6.15)
(Min: 16; Max: 36)
Classroom
Class sizeM (SD) 18.64 (4.60)
(Min: 10; Max: 26)
N°. of children in studyNl, SD 4.36 (2.62)

(Min: 1; Max: 12)
Notes:?Significant differences tested using independemipes t-test Significant differences tested
using a chi-square test of independef&cluded from the comparison analysis due to low
frequency.
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Table?2

Comparison between IY-TCM and Control Groups: Gkitddand Parents’ Outcomes

lY-TCM Control
M (SD) M (SD) t d
PKBS-2
Social Skills — Total 87.32 (11.50) 81.03 (14.11) .353* .56
Social Cooperation/Adjustment 28.28 (4.37) 26.397(p 2.65** .39
Social Interaction/Empathy 24.84 (4.45) 22.3175.6 3.43* .50
Social 34.20 (4.28) 32.34 (5.24) 2.67* .39
Independence/Assertiveness
Problem Behavior - Total 30.14 (24.19) 32.82 (22.18 -0.79 A2
Externalizing 20.39 (17.25) 21.69 (17.97) -0.51 .07
Internalizing 9.76 (8.87) 11.09 (7.38) -1.13 .16
Adaptation to School 21.20 (3.33) 18.83 (3.57) 73 .69
School Grades (1st term) 9.99 (1.85) 8.53(2.44) 68%. .67
INVOLVE-T
Parental Involvement in 24.70 (3.89) 22.96 (4.50) 2.84** 41
Education
Parental Involvement with 15.29 (4.22) 16.17 (5.28) -1.28 .18
School
Teacher Bonding with Parent 10.08 (2.73) 11.7798.4 -3.75** .54

Note.PKBS-2 = Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Seégecond Edition
**p<.001



Figurel

Children’s social skills according to economic s&and group (IY-TCM vs. Control) from

preschool to primary school
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