
COVID AND TRANSITION

An exploration into the 
implications of the Covid-19 
restrictions on the transition from 
Early Years Education to Key 
Stage 1 for children with special 
educational needs and disability – 
a comparative study
Jessica Wythe

This small-scale comparative study explores how the coronavirus 
pandemic has impacted on the transition from Early Years Education 
to Key Stage 1 (KS1) for children with special educational needs and 
disability (SEND) in a SEND specialist school in the UK. Two focus 
group interviews were conducted with nine professionals who work 
across three KS1 classes for pupils with moderate learning difficulties 
at a SEND specialist provision setting. This study aimed to compare 
their experiences and observations of how the children responded 
to this significant transition in September 2020, in the context of 
the coronavirus restrictions, and how their practice, provision and 
transitional support were adapted to meet the needs of the children and 
to adhere to the changing Covid-19 guidance. The novel findings of this 
study revealed that the professionals observed significant disruptions 
and delays in children’s independence skills and social and emotional 
skills, and in adhering to behavioral expectations, in comparison to 
cohorts in previous academic years. Additionally, the study identified 
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a lack of consistent and systematic educational guidance during the 
coronavirus pandemic and a significant difference in transitional 
support practices due to the coronavirus restrictions.

Key words: coronavirus, special educational needs and disability, 
transitional support, transition to school, impact of Covid-19 on 
transition

Introduction and rationale
The transition from Early Years Education (EYE) to Key Stage 1 (KS1) 
is one of the most significant compulsory transitions that children experi-
ence during their childhood (Sharp et al., 2006). Substantial transitions and 
changes, such as transitioning from an EYE setting (aged 0 to 5 years) to 
a formal KS1 (aged 5+) school setting, can cause anxiety and distress in 
children with special educational needs and disability (SEND) which, in 
turn, can trigger responses or behavior that can be perceived as challeng-
ing. Retrospectively, changes to routine and behavioral expectations can im-
pact on learners with SEND and cause feelings of fear and anxiety (Evans et 
al., 2018; Sharp et al., 2006). Consequently, it is paramount that practitioners 
utilize an integrated approach, which is a learner-centred approach whereby 
the environment and context are centred around the needs and interests of 
the child or young person (Lynch & Irvine, 2009). Research and legislation 
assert that utilizing an integrated approach to promoting school readiness 
and independence ensures that children and young people with SEND are 
supported through this transition and are as well prepared for these changes 
as possible (DfE & DoH, 2015; Martin et al., 2019; Waters & Friesen, 2019).

However, the concept of school readiness is heavily debated within SEND ed-
ucation, as it can manipulate children to fit within a standardized education 
system that may not necessarily meet their potentially complex learning, well-
being and personal needs (Lynch & Soni, 2021). Consequently, experienced 
SEND professionals possess the flexibility to make reasonable adjustments 
to their practice and provision to meet the needs of children with SEND to 
ensure that learners are aware of and prepared for the changes involved in 
this transition, such as changes to routine and behavioral and learning expec-
tations (Blair & Raver, 2015; Marsh et al., 2017). In the context of this study, 
the concept of school readiness concerns how children respond to the transi-
tion from EYE to KS1 and whether they are behaviourally and emotionally 
prepared for the transition.
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The coronavirus pandemic, also referred to as Covid-19, has significantly im-
pacted on education and society globally and has prompted changes to educa-
tion in response to changing guidance, rules and restrictions (Farnell et al., 2021; 
Onyeaka et al., 2021; Verma & Prakash, 2020). Schools and EYE settings in 
England initially closed in 2020, and a second time in 2021 (DfE, 2021). The 
school closures, the coronavirus restrictions and the social distancing guidance 
have caused significant disruption to the educational experiences of children 
during the September 2020 to July 2021 academic year (Viner et al., 2020).

It is common practice for practitioners to utilize transitional strategies to pro-
mote school readiness during EYE to prepare children with SEND for the tran-
sition, including implementing more structured lessons within the EYE setting 
and implementing transitional visits to the new formal school setting before the 
change has occurred. This is so that children become more familiarized with the 
new school, behavioral expectations and routines (DfE & DoH, 2015; Fleury et 
al., 2015; Harper, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Sharp et al., 2006).

However, during the September 2020 to July 2021 academic year, education pro-
fessionals had to make significant adaptations to their transitional provision 
in light of the coronavirus restrictions and social distancing, which prevented 
many of these strategies from being used. This study explored how KS1 teach-
ing staff in a specialist provision setting have worked around these restrictions to 
support children with SEND through the transition from EYE to KS1.

Managing changes to routine for children with SEND
Research and legislation assert that it is paramount for teachers and other edu-
cation professionals to consider the potentially complex needs of children with 
SEND within their planning and provision (DfE & DoH, 2015; Webster & De 
Boer, 2019). They are obligated to adhere to relevant inclusion legislation and 
principles, including the 2015 SEND Code of Practice, formulated and en-
forced by the Department for Education and the Department of Health (DfE 
& DoH, 2015). This statutory guidance promotes educational equity and diver-
sity within provision and practice, and asserts that through differentiation and 
inclusive pedagogical practices, the learning needs of the children are met, and 
consequently, they are facilitated to reach their full academic potential (DfE & 
DoH, 2015; King et al., 2017; Webster & De Boer, 2019).

It is common for children and young people with SEND to experience dif-
ficulties or challenges as a result of changes to their lives or daily routines 
(Sevin et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2012). This can include more significant life 
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changes, such as transitioning to a new school, and changes to daily routines 
which are considered to be milder or temporary, such as unexpectedly having 
a supply teacher, which may also cause children with SEND to experience 
anxiety or distress (Ledgerton, 2013; Richler et al., 2010).

Research emphasizes the importance of pre-warning children with SEND 
before changes occur, to allow them to have the necessary additional time to 
process what will happen and prepare for the shift (Denning & Moody, 2013; 
Smith et al., 2012). In education, it is the role of education professionals to 
support the children in their care through transitions and prepare them for 
changes and unfamiliar experiences, to reduce anxiety in response to changes 
to routine (DfE & DoH, 2015; Sevin et al., 2015).

Consequently, practitioners utilize strategies and provisions to prevent or 
reduce the disruption of routine – a common example in mainstream and 
specialist education settings is displaying a visual timetable in the learning 
environment to promote regularity and routine (Gage & van Dijk,  2018; 
Wearmouth & Butler,  2020). Such strategies help prepare children before 
the change occurs and support them through transitions, preparing them for 
what is going to happen and when and reducing negative responses to the 
disruption of routine.

Therefore, if  children with SEND are prepared prior to changes happening, 
rather than the changes being completely unexpected, and are supported 
before, during and after transitions, research indicates that this will reduce 
anxiety and negative responses to the disruption in routine, along with de-
creasing the likelihood of emotional reactions, anxiety-induced frustration 
or behavior that may be perceived as challenging (Macdonald et al., 2018; 
Zimmerman et al., 2017).

The importance of preparing children with SEND for the transition to KS1
Transitioning from EYE to KS1 is a critical aspect of all children’s educa-
tional journeys. In a UK specialist provision setting, much of EYE is typi-
cally based in a nursery setting or a reception classroom, while KS1 is found 
within a school classroom setting and is children’s emergent experience of 
formal schooling (Besi & Sakellariou 2019; Zeedyk et al., 2003). In the school 
where this study was conducted, the learners transitioned from the Early 
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) area of the school, into the KS1 area, as the 
moderate learning difficulties (MLD) classes are grouped by nature of need, 
rather than specifically by ages.
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It is paramount to promote a successful transition so that children feel a 
sense of  belonging to their new school environment. In turn, this improves 
their experiences of  education (Cronin et al., 2022). Bowlby’s (1988) the-
ory of  attachment establishes children’s innate, or principal, emotional at-
tachments and a reluctance to separate from these attachments. Similarly, 
Ainsworth’s theory suggests that children who have secure attachments 
with their carers may experience anxiety or distress in unfamiliar situa-
tions and when they are parted from their primary carers (Ainsworth & 
Bell, 1970). In the context of  transitioning from EYE to KS1, if  children 
have not previously attended an EYE setting, KS1 may be their first expe-
rience away from their parents or carers, and potential separation anxiety 
may pose an emotionally challenging response (DfE & DoH, 2015; Norton 
et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2006).

There are many changes that a child experiences before, during and after this 
educational transition has occurred, and consequently, the impacts of these 
changes can be more challenging and profound for a pupil with SEND (Marsh 
et al., 2017; Besi & Sakellariou, 2019). The social, behavioral and learning 
expectations of KS1 differ from the rules of the EYFS classroom, and there 
are advanced expectations for learning as children transition from learning 
through play to following a more formalized curriculum (Fisher, 2011; Sharp 
et al., 2006; Whitebread & Bingham, 2014).

Therefore, it is imperative for practitioners to utilize an integrated approach, 
which is a learner-centred approach whereby the environment and context 
are centred around the needs and interests of the child or young person 
(Lynch & Irvine,  2009), to advocating school readiness and independence. 
This approach, endorsed by research and legislation, ensures that children 
with SEND are prepared for and supported through these changes (DfE & 
DoH, 2015; Martin et al., 2019; Waters & Friesen, 2019). If  children with 
SEND are not prepared for this significant change, this poses the risk of 
them having a negative response to the new learning environment, which can 
have a substantial impact on their learning and development, as they may 
have less engagement in learning and be less likely to reach their full potential 
(Marsh et al., 2017; Fleury et al., 2015).

Retrospectively, educators must learn about each learner’s individual 
learning preferences, abilities and interests, to ensure that provision is 
learner-centred and inclusive and to promote independence and social de-
velopment to promote school readiness. Moreover, the EYFS mandatory 
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guidance acknowledges that parents and carers know their child best as 
their enduring educators (DfE,  2014) so it is paramount that educators 
work in collaboration with parents and carers to best meet the transitional 
needs of  their child.

Support through important transition points is an area that is prevalent within 
education, health and care plans (EHCPs) (DfE & DoH,  2015). Effective 
transitional strategies to promote school readiness and independence that are 
endorsed in academic literature include utilizing social stories and role play, 
and implementing more structured English, Mathematics and phonics les-
sons in the EYE setting in advance of transitioning from a play-focused early 
years curriculum to the more structured KS1 curriculum (Fleury et al., 2015; 
Marsh et al., 2017; Sharp et al., 2006).

Furthermore, transitional visits are also an effective strategy to prepare learn-
ers for this vital educational transition. These visits can involve the child and 
their family visiting the new school setting and meeting the new teacher after 
school in advance of the transition occurring, and implementing visits to their 
new classroom during the school day for a morning or afternoon, and grad-
ually increasing the time in their new classroom to a full day (Harper, 2016; 
Marsh et al., 2017; Sharp et al., 2006).

However, during the academic year of September 2020 to July 2021, profes-
sionals have had to make significant adaptations to their transitional provi-
sion in light of the coronavirus restrictions and social distancing, which may 
have prevented many of these strategies from being used over the course of 
the preparation and execution of the transition, and after the transition to 
KS1 has occurred. This study was carried out to explore how profession-
als who work with learners with SEND have had to adapt their transitional 
processes and what impacts these changes have had on children and young 
people with SEND.

The impact of Covid-19 on the educational experiences of children with SEND
The coronavirus pandemic has prompted extensive changes to education 
and society to manage and reduce cases of  the disease, including the early 
closure of  schools around the UK in 2020, and a second time in 2021; the 
transition from face-to-face learning in an educational setting to learning 
at home through online learning and distance learning opportunities; and 
the implementation of  changing coronavirus-related guidance, rules and 
restrictions (Klimek-Tulwin & Tulwin,  2020; Viner et al.,  2020). During 
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the school closures, children with parents who were key workers and chil-
dren who were considered vulnerable could still go to school. Children 
with an EHCP were still allowed to go to school, as they are considered 
vulnerable (DfE, 2021).

The unpredictable changes to education due to the changing coronavi-
rus guidance and legislation have impacted academic achievement and the 
well-being of children and young people – particularly learners with SEND 
(Eshraghi et al., 2020; Panovska-Griffiths et al., 2020; Sheikh et al., 2020). 
Studies by Crane et al.  (2021) and Skipp et al.  (2021) demonstrate the im-
pact of the educational disruptions of the Covid-19 pandemic on the educa-
tional experience and the learning and progression of learners with SEND. 
The findings of both studies emphasize how the pandemic has challenged all 
educational settings, and discuss the significant impact of the pandemic on 
children and young people in health and education contexts. The recommen-
dations of both studies show the inconsistencies in educational practices that 
were identified during the pandemic and assert that positive changes within 
SEND education will be made to promote good, inclusive practice in the 
future (Crane et al., 2021; Skipp et al., 2021).

Due to the changing governmental guidance and the changes to educa-
tion and the emerging research within this field, such as the studies ac-
knowledged in this article so far, it is opportune to suggest that children 
transitioning from EYE to KS1 during the September 2020 to July 2021 
academic year have had a completely different experience than children 
making this transition during previous years (Crane et al., 2021; Eshraghi 
et al., 2020; Sheikh et al., 2020).

The impact of Covid-19 on the transition from EYE to KS1
A study conducted by Bakopoulou et al. (2021) has investigated the impact 
of the Covid-19 restrictions on the transition from EYE to KS1 during the 
September 2020 to July 2021 academic year, through gathering data from 
mainstream primary school and EYFS practitioners. This study highlights 
the impact on the children after the transition has occurred, including lan-
guage development, physical development, social and emotional skills and 
independence (Bakopoulou et al., 2021).

Building on the findings of the study conducted by Bakopoulou et al. (2021), 
this small-scale study focuses on the impact on children with a form of SEND 
and teaching staff in a specialist provision school, through interviewing KS1 
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education professionals. The goal of this study was to provide an opportunity 
for professionals who work within specialist provision schools to share their 
experiences of supporting learners with SEND during a global pandemic, to 
improve transitional practices in the future. This study adds a new perspective 
to the work of Bakopoulou et al. (2021) by further exploring the implications 
of the coronavirus restrictions on learners with SEND, within a specialist pro-
vision setting. Although similarities in the findings of this study and the study 
by Bakopoulou et al.  (2021) were anticipated, this small-scale study provides 
opportunities for comparison between how teachers within mainstream edu-
cation and teachers within SEND specialist provision have responded to the 
coronavirus guidance in relation to supporting learners through the transition 
from EYE to KS1.

Method
Research questions
The research questions that guided this study are as follows:

	1.	 How has the coronavirus pandemic impacted on the transition from EYE 
to KS1 for children with SEND in a class for pupils with MLD in a spe-
cialist school?

	2.	 What changes to practice were utilized by education professionals in rela-
tion to supporting learners through the transition from EYE to KS1?

	3.	 From the perspective of education professionals, how did the changing 
coronavirus guidance impact on the transitional support and intervention 
that was utilized for children with SEND?

Research participants
Two focus group interviews were conducted to gather the research data, with 
nine education professionals across three KS1 classes, who all work at the 
same specialist provision setting. The setting is a specialist school for com-
munication and interaction, and the children in the KS1 classes have MLD, 
with the age range of learners in these classes ranging from five to nine years. 
The first interview was conducted in February 2021, and the second interview 
was conducted in September 2021. The professionals in the research sample 
include class teachers, teaching assistants who work in the classroom in a 
general context and support the class teacher, 1:1 teaching assistants who 
work on a 1:1 ratio with learners who have complex learning needs, and a 
student-teacher, who began working at the setting in September 2020. For 
both interviews, the same nine professionals participated, with the exception 
of the student-teacher, who no longer worked at the setting when the second 
interview took place in September 2021.
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Research methods
Two 60-minute focus group interviews were conducted. The nine education 
professionals worked across the two MLD lower KS1 classrooms located in 
the same corridor in the school setting. A focus group approach was uti-
lized to obtain a true reflection of the experiences and observations of the 
KS1 teaching staff  in supporting children during the coronavirus pandemic 
(Barbour & Morgan, 2017; Mann, 2016). The interview questions were open-
ended questions that were addressed to all nine participants, to allow them 
to expand on their answers in more depth and provide examples to support 
their answers if  necessary.

This approach was most time-efficient for the participants, and some cross-
over in their responses was anticipated. Interviewing the participants as a 
focus group facilitated group discussion, and asking the nine participants 
the same questions during the group interview provided opportunities for 
comparison, as the professionals all work with the same age range, but each 
had their own unique experiences, perspectives and opinions (Barbour & 
Morgan, 2017; Braun & Clarke, 2013; Mann, 2016). Due to the then current 
coronavirus guidance, the first focus group interview was conducted virtually, 
utilizing Microsoft Teams. The second interview was conducted in person, in 
the school setting.

The British Educational Research Association Ethical Guidelines for 
Educational Research (BERA,  2018) were adhered to throughout all pro-
cesses of this study.

Analysis of research data
After conducting and transcribing the interview, a thematic analysis approach 
was utilized to analyze and triangulate the findings and bring the research 
participants’ perspectives together (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Through coding 
the interview transcript, common themes within the interview were identi-
fied. This facilitated bringing together the responses from the nine partici-
pants to address the intended field of research (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell 
et al., 2017). The coding of the interview transcript categorized the responses 
by theme instead of organizing the responses by who said it, which facilitated 
greater objectivity when analyzing the research data, as the responses were 
then anonymised. In turn, this increased the credibility of the research find-
ings, as the participants were all valued equally, and the responses of all nine 
participants were included in the data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013; 
Sayer, 2000).
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Findings
Due to the coronavirus restrictions, it may not have been possible to use 
many of  the previously effective strategies for preparing children for the 
transition from EYE to KS1, or adaptations may have been required to 
adhere to the coronavirus guidance. Table 1 demonstrates the various tran-
sitional strategies that the research participants found effective or success-
ful during previous academic years in their professional practice. The table 
also shows the strategies that were implemented during the September 
2020 academic year, in the context of  the constraints posed by the corona-
virus restrictions.

‘It was quite difficult this year, and we sort of worked on the spot as we 
only really knew about the child from their EHCP and virtual conversa-
tions with others, rather than meeting and observing the child before the 
transition.’ (Participant B)

It is evident that the coronavirus restrictions have had a significant impact 
on planning and provision, as the teaching staff  revealed that due to not 
having this initial meeting before the transition occurred, their knowledge 
of  each child, such as information on their individual interests and learn-
ing preferences, was not as extensive as it had been in previous academic 
years.

At the setting where this study was conducted, classroom visits and initial 
meetings between the KS1 teaching staff, each child and their families were 
conducted virtually. Furthermore, the class teacher filmed a video tour of 
the classroom and video introductions from the teaching staff, as previ-
ously effective in-person visits and ‘taster’ visits, where each EYE pupil 
would spend a morning or afternoon in the current KS1 class to meet their 
new teacher and experience the routines and behavioral expectations of 
their new school, were not possible due to social bubbles and social dis-
tancing legislation.

During the interview, the participants also perceived that the transition from 
in-person to virtual transitional support was challenging for the children. 
Upon completing a process of thematic analysis to analyze and triangulate 
the research data, three common themes were identified in the responses of 
the research participants: independence; behavior; and social and emotional 
skills. We now look at each of these in turn.
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Independence
During the focus group discussions, the participants acknowledged that 
children who have transitioned to their KS1 class commonly require ad-
ditional support when completing tasks independently. Then this support 
is gradually reduced depending on the individual learning needs of  each 
child.

However, the participants pointed out that in the 2020/2021 academic year, 
in light of  the coronavirus restrictions, which caused many EYE settings to 
close following the initial lockdown, there was a significant increase in the 
support they were administering to enable children to be independent in 
contrast to previous years. They observed that many children did not have 
established independence skills, such as toileting or dressing themselves. 
They noticed a significant difference between the independence skills and 
capabilities of  the children in the 2020/2021 academic year in comparison 
to previous years.

‘Children need that little bit of support at first, but I have definitely 
seen a difference this year … the first few weeks, the children did need 
a lot of support and motivation when it came to being independent.’ 
(Participant D)

‘It seemed as if some of the children weren’t really ready for Year 1 yet.’ 
(Participant E)

‘It’s almost as if we had the extra job of teaching these independence 
skills which children should ideally be able to do before starting school 
… it gave me the impression that some of the children weren’t “school 
ready”.’ (Participant A)

Behavior
Similarly, the staff  noticed a change in the children’s behavior in the 
2020/2021 academic year. The KS1 teaching staff  who participated in 
this study identified that during the academic year starting in September 
2020, in the context of  the coronavirus restrictions, the time it took for 
the children to understand and adhere to the behavioral expectations of 
the classroom was increased in comparison to past years. The education 
professionals noted that some children showed a significant delay or reluc-
tance with regard to following the class rules.
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‘This year, the number of pupils who did not adhere to the rules right 
away seemed more than normal … it took longer for some of the pupils 
to respond to the rules in the classroom than in the past.’ (Participant F)

During the focus group interview, the participants established a link between 
the delays and reluctance in some children in following the class rules during 
the academic year of 2020/2021 and the coronavirus restrictions, as the chil-
dren did not have the chance to experience a pre-transitional visit to the Year 
1 class, with opportunities to experience the class rules, routines and behav-
ioral expectations, due to the social distancing legislation.

‘I could tell which pupils had moved up from reception class at this school 
and which children maybe hadn’t been at school before.’ (Participant C)

‘I do think the increase in … “bad” behaviour is because the children 
didn’t have the chance to come to the classroom and physically experi-
ence what Year 1 is like before the transition.’ (Participant H)

Social and emotional skills
During the focus group interview, the education professionals noticed a delay 
in the development of the social and emotional skills of the children in their 
KS1 class. As in the case of independence skills, it was implied by the par-
ticipants that some of the children may not have been socially or emotionally 
ready or prepared for school.

‘This year, I have definitely been able to identify which children seem to 
have had less experience in socialising with other children … we have 
absolutely had to put more intervention in place to develop social skills, 
more than normal.’ (Participant A)

‘By the end of the year, when the world was getting back to normal, some of 
the children did still show a lack of trust and social skills with each other.’ 
(Participant D)

The participants revealed that many children in the 2020/2021 cohort relied 
extensively on additional intervention to support their social and emotional 
skills. Changes to practice were implemented to facilitate social interactions 
between peers and support the children emotionally after the transition to 
KS1. Furthermore, two of the participants observed that they could more 
easily identify which children may not have attended a nursery before, or 
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the possibility of them being an only child during the academic year of 
2020/2021, compared to previous years.

Discussion
Table 1 shows various transitional strategies that the research participants found 
effective or successful during previous academic years within their professional 
practice, and which strategies were implemented during the September 2020 to 
July 2021 academic year, within the constraints of the coronavirus restrictions.

The participants revealed that the movement from in-person to virtual meetings 
was challenging for them as professionals. Research and legislation emphasize 
the importance of a collaborative partnership with parents and carers to learn 
how to meet the needs of the child and find out about their learning preferences, 
abilities and interests (DfE & DoH, 2015; Harper, 2016; Thomas, 2019), since, 
as their enduring educators, parents/carers know their child best (DfE, 2014). 
However, social distancing guidance restricted them from meeting each child 
and their family in person. Much of the pre-transitional communication be-
tween the teaching staff, the child and their family was conducted virtually.

The professionals revealed that being restricted from meeting the children in 
person before the transition occurred meant that they had limited knowledge of 
each child’s interests, preferences and abilities. The first day of school was the 
first time the professionals met most of the children face to face, and this may 
have impacted on how the children responded to the transition from EYE to 
KS1 behaviourally, socially, emotionally and in relation to independence.

Independence
Extensive academic literature and legislation substantiate the importance of 
developing independence skills to promote ‘school readiness’. In turn, there 
is an expectation that children should have established independence skills 
when they start school. However, the independence skills of a child with 
SEND may be delayed or impaired, and they may require additional support 
for the transition to KS1 (DfE & DoH, 2015; Martin et al., 2019; Whitebread 
& Bingham, 2014). During the focus group interview, the education profes-
sionals noticed a significant difference between the independence skills and 
capabilities of the children in the 2020/2021 academic year in comparison to 
previous years. This element of the research findings was consistent with the 
findings of Bakopoulou et al.  (2021). They also identified impairments or 
delays in children’s independence skills as a significant consequence of the 
Covid-19 pandemic (Bakopoulou et al., 2021).
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This may be for a variety of reasons. However, through comparing the find-
ings of this study with previous and emerging literature, it is evident that the 
coronavirus restrictions, including school closures and social distancing, will 
have had an impact and will be a factor contributing to why many of the chil-
dren demonstrated processing delays and challenges in instances where they 
had to complete tasks and actions independently.

Behavior
It is prevalent within literature and policy that the impacts of significant changes 
can be more challenging and profound for a child with SEND and, in turn, can 
cause anxiety or distress in children if they are not adequately prepared for the 
change (Marsh et al., 2017; Besi & Sakellariou, 2019). The behavioral expec-
tations of children in EYE and KS1 are significantly different (Whitebread & 
Bingham, 2014), and this change may trigger responses or behavior that can be 
perceived as challenging, particularly if children are not prepared for the shift 
(Evans et al., 2018; Marsh et al., 2017; Sharp et al., 2006).

During the focus group interview, the participants established a link between 
the delays and reluctance in some children following the class rules during the 
academic year of 2020/2021 and the coronavirus restrictions, as the children 
did not have the chance to experience a pre-transitional visit to the Year 1 
class, with opportunities to experience the class rules, routines and behavioral 
expectations, due to the social distancing legislation.

Consequently, it is appropriate to suggest that the coronavirus restrictions, 
including the initial school closures before the transition, were a contributing 
factor in the behavioral responses of some of the children, particularly in 
the case of children who had transitioned from home learning, or an EYE 
setting, and had no or limited previous experience of the behavioral expecta-
tions of a formal school setting.

Social and emotional skills
The social expectations of KS1 differ from the rules of the EYFS classroom 
(Sharp et al., 2006; Whitebread & Bingham, 2014), and if children are not pre-
pared for these changes, then this can have an impact on how they respond to 
the transition and their holistic educational experience, and they may struggle to 
feel a sense of belonging in their new school environment (Cronin et al., 2022).

The findings of the focus group interview in relation to how the learn-
ers responded socially and emotionally are also consistent with the study 
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conducted by Bakopoulou et al. (2021), as their results included the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on children’s social and emotional skills, including 
anxiousness about social interactions, delays and impairments in language 
acquisition and development, and a reluctance to take risks and experience 
new situations (Bakopoulou et al., 2021).

These findings are also consistent with Bowlby’s (1988) theory of  attach-
ment, which establishes the formation of  children’s innate emotional at-
tachments, commonly their parents or carers, and a reluctance to separate 
from these attachments. Additionally, in her work on attachment and sep-
aration anxiety, Ainsworth suggests that children who have secure attach-
ments with their carers may experience tension in unfamiliar situations and 
when they are parted from their primary carers (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). 
These attachment theories are particularly relevant in this context if  
children have not previously attended an EYE or formal school setting. 
However, it is worth noting that if  children has experienced these issues 
during the 2020/2021 academic year, it may have been more challenging to 
manage some of  the emotional challenges that the children experienced, 
due to the social distancing policies at the school where the research was 
conducted.

The increased impairments and delays in the emotional and social skills 
of  the children in the KS1 cohort may be due to many reasons. Still, it is 
appropriate to imply that the coronavirus restrictions may have had an 
impact, as the previously effective transition strategies were unable to be 
implemented in their entirety, due to the changing coronavirus and social 
distancing legislation.

Solutions
This study aims to have a positive impact on children with SEND who are 
transitioning from EYE to KS1 in future as, during the focus group inter-
views, a discussion occurred regarding what elements of transitional support 
the KS1 teaching staff  would keep the same and what changes to policy and 
practice would make the transition a more positive experience for children 
with SEND in general, and if  a situation similar to the Covid-19 pandemic 
were to arise in the future.

Regarding changes to policy and practice, the participants emphasized the 
importance of ensuring that frequent communication with parents and car-
ers occurs before, during and after the transition, and that this collaboration 
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should be mandatory. Moreover, research demonstrates the importance of 
parental partnership (Harper, 2015; Thomas,  2019) and parental involve-
ment, multi-agency working, and collaborative partnerships between educa-
tion professionals, parents and carers, and any other relevant professionals, 
and this is a significant element of the 2015 SEND Code of Practice (DfE & 
DoH, 2015). Additionally, the KS1 teaching staff  all shared their concerns 
about the uncertainty caused by the Government’s changing coronavirus 
legislation:

‘Because everything was changing so quickly, there was a lot of uncer-
tainty at school. It was quite challenging to not pass this worry on to the 
pupils and to keep things as normal as possible.’ (Participant G)

In terms of what they would keep the same in the future, the participants 
emphasized the importance of adapting to prevalent routines instead of mak-
ing significant changes to practice to promote consistency. Additionally, the 
KS1 teaching staff discussed the importance of pre-transitional collaboration 
to learn about each child’s needs, interests and abilities and build this informa-
tion into planning – they expressed the view that Tapestry (an online learning 
journal) was influential in establishing communication between the school set-
ting and parents and carers, particularly in the context of the coronavirus re-
strictions when face-to-face meetings were not always possible. The teaching 
staff indicated that they would also continue to utilize an initial introductory 
fortnight after the transition has occurred, for the children to settle in and be-
come accustomed to the changes in behavioral and social expectations, before 
the formal curriculum delivery commences.

Conclusion
This study investigated how the coronavirus pandemic has impacted on the 
transition from EYE to KS1 for children with SEND in a SEND specialist pro-
vision school, from the perspective of KS1 education professionals. Through 
the process of interviewing KS1 teaching staff to learn about their experiences 
and observations and comparing the findings to past studies and academic lit-
erature within this emerging field of research, it is evident that the coronavirus 
pandemic has had a significant impact on the educational experience of chil-
dren with SEND and, consequently, on the transition from EYE to KS1.

The coronavirus restrictions, including the school closures and the movement 
from face-to-face learning to learning at home through online and distance 
learning opportunities, have had a detrimental impact on the transitional 
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support that the children have received during the September 2020 academic 
year, as education professionals have had to make significant adaptations to 
their transitional provision because of the coronavirus restrictions and social 
distancing, which prevented many of their usual strategies from being used. 
Due to the coronavirus restrictions, the children did not receive the same 
transitional support practices as previous cohorts.

Consequently, the practitioners who participated in this research project ob-
served significant disruptions and delays in children’s independence, social 
and emotional skills, and adherence to behavioral expectations, in compari-
son to previous academic years.

Limitations
This research is a small-scale study, and a nine-person focus group of profes-
sionals from the same setting will only provide research data from this one 
setting. It is appropriate to assume that the experiences, perceptions and ob-
servations of the research participants may not represent the experiences of 
all education professionals.

However, this research presents opportunities for future research across 
different SEND settings, locally and internationally, to understand how 
the coronavirus pandemic has impacted on and disrupted the transition 
from EYE to KS1 or equivalent formal schooling for children with SEND. 
Additionally, the findings of  this study are focused on behavioral implica-
tions, so a future study to explore the educational implications would be 
beneficial to improve transition practices and educational experiences for 
children with SEND.

Recommendations
The effects of  the Covid-19 pandemic have indicated areas of  transitional 
support which can be improved to make the transition from EYE to KS1 
more manageable for children with SEND, such as having consistent tran-
sitional support practices and strategies, and having established banked 
strategies, resources or provisions that can be implemented if  an event 
similar to the coronavirus pandemic were to occur again in the future. 
Consequently, this study can have an impact on current and future practice 
as it explores what strategies KS1 professionals have utilized and found to 
be successful in supporting children with SEND before, during and after 
the transition from EYE to KS1, which can be built upon and used with 
future cohorts.
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The academic year of September 2020 to July 2021 has been a learning expe-
rience for education professionals, and although many of the experiences and 
perceptions of practitioners have been negative, it is worth considering what 
the education sector and the Government have learned from the coronavirus 
pandemic. In the context of this research, the participants identified areas 
of transitional support that they adapted to adhere to the coronavirus leg-
islation, but will consider continuing to implement in the future. This study 
suggests possibilities for future studies within this emerging field of research, 
on topics such as how the coronavirus pandemic has impacted on the transi-
tion from primary education to secondary education, and the transition from 
further to higher education. There are also quantitative research opportu-
nities to analyze how the coronavirus pandemic has impacted on academic 
achievement and outcomes.

References
Ainsworth, M. D. S. & Bell, S. M. (1970) ‘Attachment, exploration, and sepa-

ration: illustrated by the behavior of one-year-olds in a strange situation’, 
Child Development, 41, 49–67.

Bakopoulou, I., Triggs, P. & Novak, T. (2021) The Impact of Covid-19 on 
Early Years Transition to School. Bristol: University of Bristol.

Barbour, R. S. & Morgan D. L. (2017) A New Era in Focus Group Research 
Challenges, Innovation and Practice. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

BERA (British Educational Research Association) (2018) Ethical Guidelines 
for Educational Research. London: BERA.

Besi, M. & Sakellariou, M. (2019) ‘Transition to primary school: the im-
portance of social skills’, SSRG International Journal of Humanities and 
Social Science, 6 (1), 33–36.

Blair, C. & Raver, C. C. (2015) ‘School readiness and self-regulation: a devel-
opmental psychobiological approach’, Annual Review of Psychology, 66, 
711–731.

Bowlby, J. (1988) A Secure Base: parent–child attachment and healthy human 
development. New York: Basic Books.

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006) ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3 (2), 77–101.

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2013) Successful Qualitative Research. London: Sage 
Publications.

Crane, L., Adu, F., Arocas, F., Carli, R., Eccles, S., Harris, S., Jardine, J., 
Phillips, C., Piper, S., Santi, L., Sartin, M., Shepherd, C., Sternstein, K., 



© 2022 NASEN20  British Journal of Special Education � Volume 0 � Number 0 � 2022

Taylor, G. & Wright, A. (2021) ‘Vulnerable and forgotten: the impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic on autism special schools in England’, Frontiers in 
Education, 6 (629203), 1–6.

Cronin, L. P., Kervin, L. & Mantei, J. (2022) ‘Transition to school: chil-
dren’s perspectives of the literacy experiences on offer as they move from 
pre-school to the first year of formal schooling’, Australian Journal of 
Language and Literacy, 45, 103–121.

Denning, C. B. & Moody, A. K. (2013) ‘Supporting students with autism 
spectrum disorders in inclusive settings: rethinking instruction and de-
sign’, Electronic Journal for Inclusive Education, 3 (1), 1–21.

DfE (Department for Education) (2014) The Early Years Foundation Stage. 
London: Crown Publications.

DfE (Department for Education) (2021) ‘Children of critical workers and 
vulnerable children who can access schools or educational settings’ [on-
line at www.gov.uk/gover​nment/​publi​catio​ns/coron​aviru​s-covid​-19-maint​
ainin​g-educa​tiona​l-provi​sion/guida​nce-for-schoo​ls-colle​ges-and-local​
-autho​ritie​s-on-maint​ainin​g-educa​tiona​l-provi​sion].

DfE (Department for Education) & DoH (Department of Health) (2015) 
Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice: 0 to 25 years. 
London: Crown Publications. [online at www.assets.publi​shing.servi​ce.gov.
uk/gover​nment/​uploa​ds/syste​m/uploa​ds/attac​hment_data/file/39881​5/
SEND_Code_of_Pract​ice_Janua​ry_2015.pdf].

Eshraghi, A. A., Alessandri, M., Messinger, D. S., Eshraghi, R. S., Mittal, R. 
& Armstrong, F. D. (2020) ‘COVID-19: overcoming the challenges faced 
by individuals with autism and their families’, The Lancet Psychiatry, 7, 
481–483.

Evans, D., Borriello, G. A. & Field, A. P. (2018) ‘A review of the academic and 
psychological impact of the transition to secondary education’, Frontiers 
in Psychology, 9 (1482), 1–18.

Farnell, T., Skledar Matijevic, A. & Šcukanec Schmidt, N. (2021) The 
Impact of COVID-19 on Higher Education: a review of emerging evidence. 
Luxembourg: European Commission Publications Office.

Fisher, J. (2011) ‘Building on the Early Years Foundation Stage: developing 
good practice for transition into Key Stage 1’, Early Years: An International 
Research Journal, 31 (1), 31–42.

Fleury, V. P., Thompson, J. L. & Wong, C. (2015) ‘Learning how to be a 
student: an overview of instructional practices targeting school read-
iness skills for preschoolers with autism spectrum disorder’, Behavior 
Modification, 39 (1), 69–97.

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/398815/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/398815/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf
http://www.assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/398815/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf


© 2022 NASEN British Journal of Special Education � Volume 0 � Number 0 � 2022  21

Gage, N. A. & van Dijk, W. (2018) ‘The effectiveness of visual activity sched-
ules for individuals with intellectual disabilities: a meta-analysis’, Journal 
of Intellectual & Developmental Disability, 44 (4), 384–395.

Harper, L. (2016) ‘Supporting young children’s transitions to school: rec-
ommendations for families’, Early Childhood Educational Journal, 44 (6), 
653–659.

King, F., Ní Bhroin, O. & Prunty, A. (2017) ‘Professional learning and the 
individual education plan process: implications for teacher educators’, 
Professional Development in Education, 5, 607–621.

Klimek-Tulwin, M. & Tulwin, T. (2020) ‘Early school closures can reduce 
the first-wave of the COVID-19 pandemic development’, Journal of Public 
Health, 30, 1155–1161.

Ledgerton, S. (2013) Special Educational Needs in Practice (rev. edn). London: 
Mark Allen Group.

Lynch, P. & Soni, A. (2021) ‘Widening the focus of school readiness for 
children with disabilities in Malawi: a critical review of the literature’, 
International Journal of Inclusive Education, 25, 1–15.

Lynch, S. L. & Irvine, A. N. (2009) ‘Inclusive education and best practice 
for children with autism spectrum disorder: an integrated approach’, 
International Journal of Inclusive Education, 13, 845–859.

Macdonald, L., Trembath, D., Ashburner, J., Costley, D. & Keen, D. (2018) 
‘The use of visual schedules and work systems to increase the on-task be-
haviour of students on the autism spectrum in mainstream classrooms’, 
Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 18 (4), 254–266.

Mann, S. (ed.). (2016) ‘Research interviews: modes and types’, in The Research 
Interview. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Marsh, A., Spagnol, V., Grove, R. & Eapen, V. (2017) ‘Transition to school 
for children with autism spectrum disorder: a systematic review’, World 
Journal of Psychiatry, 7 (3), 184–196.

Martin, T., Dixon, R., Verenika, I. & Costley, D. (2019) ‘Transitioning pri-
mary school students with autism spectrum disorder from a special ed-
ucation setting to a mainstream classroom: successes and difficulties’, 
International Journal of Inclusive Education, 1, 640–655.

Norton, P., Grills-Taquechel, A. E. & Ollendic, T. H. (2010) ‘A longitudinal 
examination of factors predicting anxiety during the transition to middle 
school’, Anxiety, Stress and Coping, 5, 493–513.

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E. & Moules, N. J. (2017) ‘Thematic 
analysis: striving to meet the trustworthiness criteria’, International Journal 
of Qualitative Methods, 16 (1), 1–13.



© 2022 NASEN22  British Journal of Special Education � Volume 0 � Number 0 � 2022

Onyeaka, H., Anumudu, C. K., Al-Sharify, Z. T., Egele-Godswill, E. & 
Mbaegbu, P. (2021) ‘COVID-19 pandemic: a review of the global lock-
down and its far-reaching effects’, Science Progress, 104 (2), 1–18.

Panovska-Griffiths, J., Kerr, C. C., Stuart, R., Mistry, D., Klein, D. J., Viner, 
R. M. & Bonell, C. (2020) ‘Determining the optimal strategy for reopen-
ing schools, the impact of test and trace interventions, and the risk of 
occurrence of a second COVID-19 epidemic wave in the UK: a modelling 
study’, The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4 (11), 817–827.

Richler, J., Huerta, M., Bishop, S. & Lord, C. (2010) ‘Developmental trajec-
tories of restricted and repetitive behaviors and interests in children with 
autism spectrum disorders’, Development and Psychopathology, 22 (1), 
55–69.

Sayer, A. (2000) Realism and Social Science. London: Sage Publications.
Sevin, J. A., Rieske, R. D. & Matson, J. L. (2015) ‘A review of behavioral 

strategies and support considerations for assisting persons with difficul-
ties transitioning from activity to activity’, Review Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 2, 329–342.

Sharp, C., White, G., Burge, B. & Eames, A. (2006) ‘Making a successful 
transition to Year 1’, NFER Practical Research for Education, 35, 20–27.

Sheikh, A., Sheikh, A., Sheikh, Z. & Dhami, S. (2020) ‘Reopening schools 
after the COVID-19 lockdown’, Journal of Global Health, 10 (1), 010376.

Skipp, A., Hopwood, V., Tyers, C., Webster, R. & Rutt, S. (2021) ‘The reported 
effects of the pandemic on pupils in special schools and colleges and what they 
need now’. London: National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER).

Smith, J., Donlan, J. & Smith, B. (2012) Helping Children with Autism 
Spectrum Conditions Through Everyday Transitions: small changes, big 
challenges. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Thomas, E. (2019) ‘Supporting transitions: effective partnership working be-
tween families, carers and practitioners’, Nursery World Online, 8 April, 
[online at https://www.nurse​rywor​ld.co.uk/knowl​edge-bank/artic​le/suppo​
rting​trans​itions-effec​tive-partn​ership-worki​ng-betwe​en-famil​ies-carers-
and-pract​itioners].

Verma, A. K. & Prakash, S. (2020) ‘Impact of Covid-19 on environment and 
society’, Journal of Global Biosciences, 9 (5), 7352–7363.

Viner, R., Russell, S., Croker, H., Packer, J., Ward, J., Stansfield, C., Mytton, 
O., Bonell, C. & Booy, R. (2020) ‘School closure and management prac-
tices during coronavirus outbreaks including COVID-19: a rapid system-
atic review’, The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4 (5), 397–404.

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/knowledge-bank/article/supportingtransitions-effective-partnership-working-between-families-carers-and-practitioners
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/knowledge-bank/article/supportingtransitions-effective-partnership-working-between-families-carers-and-practitioners
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/knowledge-bank/article/supportingtransitions-effective-partnership-working-between-families-carers-and-practitioners


© 2022 NASEN British Journal of Special Education � Volume 0 � Number 0 � 2022  23

Waters, C. L. & Friesen, A. (2019) ‘Parent experiences of raising a young 
child with multiple disabilities: the transition to preschool’, Research and 
Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 44 (1), 20–36.

Wearmouth, J. & Butler, C. (2020) ‘Special educational needs co-ordinators’ 
perceptions of effective provision for including autistic children in primary 
and middle schools in England’, Education 3–13, 4 (3), 258–272.

Webster, R. & De Boer, A. (2019) ‘Teaching assistants: their role in the inclu-
sion, education and achievement of pupils with special educational needs’, 
European Journal of Special Needs Education, 34 (3), 404–407.

Whitebread, D. & Bingham, S. (2014) ‘School readiness: starting age, co-
horts and transitions in the early years’, in J. Moyles, J. Georgeson and J. 
Payler (eds), Early Years Foundations: critical issues. Maidenhead: Open 
University Press.

Zeedyk, M. S., Gallacher, J., Henderson, M., Hope, G., Husband, B. & 
Lindsay, K. (2003) ‘Negotiating the transition from primary to secondary 
school: perceptions of pupils, parents and teachers’, School Psychology 
International, 24 (1), 67–79.

Zimmerman, K. N., Ledford, J. R. & Barton. E. E. (2017) ‘Using visual ac-
tivity schedules for young children with challenging behavior’, Journal of 
Early Intervention, 39 (4), 339–358.

Address for correspondence:
Jessica Wythe
Birmingham City University
Department of Childhood, Youth and Community
Faculty of Health, Education and Life Sciences
Westbourne Road
Edgbaston
Birmingham B15 3TN
UK
Email: jessica.wythe@bcu.ac.uk

Article submitted: 16 February 2022  
Accepted for publication: 1 August 2022

mailto:jessica.wythe@bcu.ac.uk

	An exploration into the implications of the Covid-­19 restrictions on the transition from Early Years Education to Key Stage 1 for children with special educational needs and disability –­ a comparative study
	Introduction and rationale
	Managing changes to routine for children with SEND
	The importance of preparing children with SEND for the transition to KS1
	The impact of Covid-­19 on the educational experiences of children with SEND
	The impact of Covid-­19 on the transition from EYE to KS1

	Method
	Research questions
	Research participants
	Research methods
	Analysis of research data

	Findings
	Independence
	Behavior
	Social and emotional skills

	Discussion
	Independence
	Behavior
	Social and emotional skills

	Solutions
	Conclusion
	Limitations
	Recommendations
	References


