Transition to school abstract

Background: Researchers have long been interested in how a child's early experience with others affects their development. Early on, this was looked at from a parenting perspective. Later research has focused on the role of social interaction beyond the family to include the school environment and the social relationships of friends. In keeping with increasing exposure of preschool age children to various forms of childcare outside of the home, research has more recently examined how a child experiences childcare and the effects of different levels of quality of care. Both experimental research in the laboratory and research in the normal everyday environment has looked at how a child's social experience and their temperament interact with each other. A recent and relatively new perspective within this research area has been to examine the effect of social experiences on physical responses. For example, on stress hormones involved in the stress response systems of the body. This growing research area has many applications such as the effect of social experience on these stress hormones and how this might influence learning at school and on physical health throughout the lifespan. The process of beginning school can be seen as a life transition which may arouse feelings of stress for children as they attempt to adapt to their new surroundings and form friendships. This experience may have a physical influence by increasing stress hormones which in turn are known to suppress the individual's ability to generate an effective immune response. This may then make them more susceptible to everyday illnesses such as the common cold. In addition, there is some evidence to suggest that stress hormones can also influence learning by acting on parts of the brain involved in memory. Making the necessary adjustment in response to this life transition appears to depend on a number of factors including the temperament and social competence of the child, as well as having had previous experience of social interaction such as through preschool. Evidence is accumulating which shows that more negative emotional temperaments and poorer quality of preschool care are associated with physical changes such as increases in stress hormones. Starting school, then, provides a natural and unique opportunity to examine the effects of a potentially stressful situation on the way a child responds and on the outcomes of learning and health. Aims: The primary aim of this research is to assess the influence of social experience and temperament on the developing physical stress response systems of young children as they enter their first year of school education. In addition we aim to establish a link between social experience and the stress hormone, cortisol, to two outcomes: i) learning/academic ability; ii) physical health. Methods: Participants will be 130 children plus one of their parents (or guardians). Children will be between the ages of 3.5-4.0 years when they begin the study and eligible for starting reception class in a mainstream school within four to six months. Requests for voluntary participation will be made by letter to parents whose children are attending any of a number of preschool activities in the local Bath area, including preschools, playgroups, and parent-child centres. This will enable participation of families from a full range of parenting lifestyles (i.e. those in full-time employment, part time employment, single and dual income families, and single parent families). Participation of school class teachers will be requested separately from the appropriate schools. An overwhelming response from mothers was received in response to our request for participation in the pilot study. The figure of 130 participants was arrived at through a mathematical calculation which determines the number of participants needed to realistically test the questions under investigation. Parents will be asked to take part in the study from a letter given out at their child's preschool, nursery or playgroup. Those interested in taking part will be contacted by the researchers and a home visit arranged for about 6 months before the child starts school. During the home visit, the study will be explained and any questions answered. Procedure: There will be three time points for assessment in this study: 1) initial home visit 2) at the end of the second week of school 3) six months after starting school. Each parent-child will participate in the study for one year in total. Researchers will provide regular check up calls to families throughout the study and will be contactable for help and assistance throughout the duration of the study. Measures will involve questionnaires for the parent to fill in about themselves and their child. At the first assessment this will include details of age, ethnicity, gender, number of schooling years education, occupation of the parent, and preschool experience of the child. At each of the three time points, parents will complete a questionnaire about their child's temperament and teachers will complete a questionnaire relating to the child's social adjustment at the start of the school term and six months later. The parents' questionnaire is specifically designed for parents of children aged 3-8 years and asks about 15 different aspects of temperament including sociability and shyness. The social adjustment questionnaire answered by teachers will measure the child's adaptation to school as assessed through behaviour and includes questions relating to academic and social competence. In addition, parents will also keep a diary of their child's health, with easy to complete check boxes to indicate any symptoms of the common cold. They will be asked to keep this record during the child's first 6 months of school. From this checklist, we will be able to make a judgement about whether or not the child has had a cold or flu, using specific criteria. The researcher will also make monthly phone checks to each family at a mutually convenient prearranged time to ask about health symptoms and as a reminder about the study. Appointments to the GP will also be recorded within the diary. In addition to the questionnaires, the stress hormone, cortisol, known to increase under stress, will be measured in saliva. Measuring cortisol in saliva is a comparatively simple and inexpensive method, which the parent can assist the child with. Over the last 15 years it has become an increasingly popular and effective tool in psychological research, used with adults and children of all ages. Previous experience by the applicant has shown that children enjoy providing these samples and in general do not consider it a problem in any way. Saliva samples will be collected using a specially designed device known as the "Salivette" (Sarstedt) which is a small cotton swab fitted into a plastic holder that rests inside of a centrifuge tube. The swab is placed in the mouth for about 3 minutes to soak up the saliva, then returned to the Salivette tube. A questionnaire asking about medication and time taken will also be completed by participants' parents. Cortisol levels change throughout the day and in order to capture this, samples will be provided first thing in the morning and in the evening prior to bedtime for two days running at each of the three time points. To make sample collection simple, participants will be given a colour-coded box or 'cortisol kit' with four Salivettes, labelled for time and day to be done. Parents and children will be shown how to use the Salivette and given verbal instructions during the initial home visit. Samples can then be stored in the home fridge until the child has completed the two-day testing, then returned by mail to the Psychology department in a prepaid envelope. This method of saliva collection and storage has been piloted successfully in the pilot study mentioned above and a similar procedure used by the principal applicant in a number of other related studies. Ethics: The design of this research follows closely the British Psychological Code of Conduct and will be fully adhered to throughout the course of the research. In accordance with the University of Bath regulations for observing ethical procedures and maintaining ethical standards in research, an application for full approval will be made to the departmental Research Advisory Ethics Committee prior to any contact being made with participants for recruitment purposes. Analysis: Data collected from the study will be analysed using a statistics package designed for data of this type within the social sciences. A summary report of the main results will be provided to all families participating in the study and to interested childcare facilities providing assistance with access to participants. In addition, schools with particpating families will be sent a summary of the research. Findings will also be communicated within the academic community via presentations at national and international conferences and journal publications.

