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This research summary shares insights on continuities and discontinuities in the transition 
between early childhood education and care (ECEC) and school, drawing from a rapid 
review of recent literature. It challenges binary interpretations of continuity as positive 
or negative, provides greater clarity on the topic and highlights aspects that research 
suggests matter most for supporting successful transitions between settings.

Continuity and transition
Transitions from ECEC to school represent a critical period in children’s education. Within both research 
and policy contexts, there’s broad consensus that successful transitions between settings contribute 
positively to children’s learning, development and wellbeing outcomes (Australian Government Department 
of Education, 2022; Berezovska et al., 2025; Boylan et al., 2024).

Transitions are a process that takes time, starting before school (often in ECEC) and extending well 
beyond the first day of school.

When children move from ECEC to school, some changes in their educational environments are 
inevitable (Puroila et al., 2021). Continuity is commonly associated with a successful transition, yet not all 
continuities are positive (Engel et al., 2024). Moving beyond a binary view of continuity as positive and 
discontinuity as inherently negative is required for a fuller understanding of the concept. Both continuities 
and discontinuities are considered integral to children’s successful transition from ECEC to school and 
may be important, beneficial and developmentally appropriate for children’s learning and development 
(Dockett & Perry, 2021; Hayes, 2024; Teksum et al., 2025; Vitiello et al., 2022b; Zhong, 2023).
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On one hand, continuities provide stability and familiarity. On the other hand, discontinuities introduce 
new challenges that are necessary for growth and development (Hogsnes et al., 2025, as cited in 
Teksum et al., 2025, p. 5). This is provided that these challenges are met with appropriate support 
(Ma et al., 2022; Odgaard, 2023).

Summary of the evidence
This research summary draws on a search of 5 key academic databases: EBSCO, Gale OneFile, Informit, 
ProQuest and Google Scholar. It followed a rapid review methodology (Garritty et al., 2024). A team of 
researchers searched for articles published between August 2020 and August 2025 using criteria related 
to transition, continuity of learning and discontinuity of learning. Following a screening process undertaken 
through Covidence, 67 articles were identified for full-text review due to relevance.

Defining continuity and discontinuity
There is no consensus in the literature, but 2 dominant conceptualisations of continuity and discontinuity 
emerge. Continuity is referred to as ‘similarities, familiarity, consistency, and coordination’. Discontinuity is 
defined as ‘differences, discrepancies, incoherence, and unfamiliarity’ (Due et al., 2023; Franko & Zhang, 
2021; Hayes, 2024; Justice et al., 2022; King, 2024; Vitiello et al., 2022b, 2022a).

Acknowledging the diversity of conceptualisations within the literature, this research summary adopts 
the following definitions:

Continuity is an alignment, similarity or progression – an emphasis on consistency with a focus 
on shared pedagogical practices, learning environments and expectations.

Discontinuity is a change, incoherence or difference – a focus on breaks or disconnections, 
changes in pedagogical practices, learning experiences and learning environments.

Challenge and change
The literature consistently emphasises that discontinuities aren’t inherently negative. Discontinuities can 
serve as a contributor to productive challenge and cognitive growth, and can foster independence and 
adaptability (Hayes, 2024; Ma et al., 2022; Teksum et al., 2025). Teaching and learning the same or similar 
things can lead to redundancy from ECEC to school. Teaching and learning needs to support progression, 
respond to changes in educational demands and be developmentally appropriate1 and effective 
(Christopher & Nesbitt, 2023; Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020, 2021; Ma et al., 2022).

Although all children experience some discontinuities when moving from ECEC to school, for some children 
differences between settings can have a greater influence on adjustment, participation and learning 
(Dockett & Perry, 2021; Hayes, 2024) and support may be required (Ma et al., 2022; Odgaard, 2023). 

1 �AERO’s Early Childhood Learning Trajectories are a practical resource providing guidance to support children’s learning 
across 5 key interconnected domains of learning and development: executive functions, social and emotional learning, 
mathematical thinking, language and communication, and physical development.
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Three interrelated domains
Paying attention to when children are experiencing challenges with discontinuity is important as 
disruptions to young people’s educational engagement can significantly influence their sense of 
continuity in education (Ziebell et al., 2025).

Three interrelated domains of impact emerged through the literature: social and relational, learning 
and development and language and cultural and are explored in the following sections.

Social and relational

Relationships are central. Children who experience strong relational continuity (between educators and/or 
teachers, families and peers) tend to transition more smoothly and experience a sense of connection and 
belonging to learning and place (Hayes, 2024; King, 2024; Sheridan et al., 2022; Vitiello et al., 2022a; 
Ziebell et al., 2025). Children with additional needs can experience social and relational discontinuities 
as the school year progresses (Ishikawa et al., 2024). Relationships and interactions can also change 
during transition, some are lost, some are maintained, while others need to be built or rebuilt 
(Degli Esposti & Cigala, 2025; Dockett & Perry, 2021; Ehrlich et al., 2021).

Families can also experience impacts of relational discontinuity (Lazzari et al., 2020; Merideth et al., 2022). 
Collaborative partnerships with families characterised by information sharing, effective engagement and 
support for both children and family through transitions have been associated with effective transition 
practices. They also support families in understanding where things are the same and different between 
settings (Boylan et al., 2024).

Implications for practice

To support children’s transitions from ECEC to school, educators, teachers and leaders should: 

	• Focus on relationships – Intentionally building and sustaining relationships for children between 
peers and with adults, prioritising high-quality relationships and interactions is critical.

	• Involve families in the process – Working with families to understand what they may find different (or 
where they may need support) can help, particularly where this is their first child to make the transition. 

Learning and development

Discontinuities in teaching methods, expectations or environments create a sense of separation from 
previous experiences (Hogsnes & Moser, 2014, as cited in Teksum et al., 2025). For some children, 
sudden shifts in teachers, teaching and/or instructional approaches, new tasks and the loss of familiar 
play activities (Degli Esposti & Cigala, 2025), alongside changes in routines, rules and expectations 
across settings, may lead to children experiencing a less successful transition (e.g., Lazzari et al., 2020; 
Preece, 2021; Sands & Meadan, 2024; Viskovic & Višnjić-Jevtić, 2020).

In contrast, Australian research incorporating children’s perspectives suggests that discontinuities across 
settings can also be productive. Children often described differences between preschool and school 
as providing opportunities to learn new things, participate in unfamiliar literacy and learning practices, 
and expand their knowledge and skills, indicating that change also supports learning and development 
(Cronin et al., 2022; Wilders & Wood, 2023).
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Continuity doesn’t mean ‘schoolification2’ of the ECEC system or ‘preschoolification’ of the school system 
(Garner et al., 2021; Višnjić-Jevtić & Visković, 2021). Promoting continuity isn’t about making the settings 
identical, so that transitions become seamless. Instead, continuity is about supporting children in building 
on their prior learning and experiences across settings (Dockett & Perry, 2021) and providing support 
and scaffolding to navigate these differences as or when needed (Apostolou, 2022; Cronin et al., 2022; 
Wilder & Lillvist, 2022; Wilders & Wood, 2023).

When information flows through ECEC and school settings (González-Moreira et al., 2025) and there 
is collaboration between staff across settings – including joint professional development – continuity 
is enhanced (e.g., Ehrlich et al., 2021; Einarsdottir & Sigurdardottir, 2022; Hayes, 2024; King, 2024).

Implications for practice

To support children’s transitions from ECEC to school, educators, teachers and leaders should: 

	• Prioritise collaboration – Understanding and building on what’s gone before and discussing 
coherent and aligned progression of learning, wellbeing and development drawing on evidence 
(rather than relying on prevailing assumptions).

Language and cultural

While there is less research in this area, themes across the evidence in this domain include transition to 
dominant instruction in English for children with English as an additional language or dialect and transition to 
school for First Nations children. Children experience an implicit shift in rules and expectations when moving 
to school, which can impact their self-confidence and identity. This impact is especially significant for children 
from migrant backgrounds (Lazzari et al., 2020). Cultural discontinuities – where children’s cultural identities, 
values and beliefs aren’t valued or recognised by dominant Western pedagogies – has been highlighted 
in Australian literature (Bobongie & Jackson, 2019, 2022). Understanding children’s perspectives, creating 
spaces that support genuine conversations, sharing cultural artefacts and yarning circles were protective 
elements that support transition in culturally responsive ways (Bobongie & Jackson, 2022).

Implications for practice

To support children’s transitions from ECEC to school, educators, teachers and leaders should: 

	• Consider if practices are culturally responsive – This means valuing children’s cultural identities, 
partnering authentically with families and communities, listening to children’s perspectives, and 
creating environments where every child experiences belonging, recognition and success.

Personalised and relational process
The transition to school is best understood as a personalised and relational process. For every child, 
the continuities and discontinuities across settings are multiple, diverse and interconnected, reflecting 
the interplay between individual characteristics, family contexts and the practices of both ECEC and 
school environments.

2 �The practice of employing formal school-like practices in ECEC settings.
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For some children additional support may be needed to bridge the gap between prior experiences and 
the new setting. This includes providing additional scaffolds where the discontinuity is stark or jarring. 
The literature suggests that this may be particularly relevant for children:

	• from low socio-economic backgrounds (Ehrlich et al., 2021) 

	• with additional needs and disabilities (Ishikawa et al., 2024; Sands & Meadan, 2024; 
Wilder & Lillvist, 2022) 

	• who are First Nations (Bobongie & Jackson, 2019, 2022) 

	• from migrant or linguistically diverse backgrounds (Ma et al., 2022; Zhong, 2023).

Implications for practice

To support children’s transitions from ECEC to school, educators, teachers and leaders should: 

	• Identify children who may need additional support early – Use available information to identify 
children who are likely to need more support and collaborate to monitor their experience, to facilitate 
timely response.

	• Plan responsive supports (where required) – Tailor transition supports to meet the needs 
of an individual child by considering prior experiences, the presence of supportive relationships 
and the potential for negative impacts. 

Conclusion
While both continuity and discontinuity appear to be important, there is no perfect recipe for gaining the 
right balance of continuity and discontinuity for each child. (Hayes, 2024). Approaches that are tailored and 
supported by effective communication and collaboration between stakeholders help to support children 
prior to, during and after the transition to school and facilitate positive transition outcomes (Einarsdottir 
& Sigurdardottir, 2022). Gradual, well-supported transition processes, including transition activities that 
help children become familiar with the new environment and expectations, contribute to more positive 
transition experiences (Degli Esposti & Cigala, 2025).

More information
This research summary is part of a series of publications AERO has produced on transitions, including:

a discussion paper on measuring 
effective transitions to school

research summaries

videos

practice guides.

These resources are all available from AERO’s website.
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