
Introduction
The transition from primary to secondary school  is often seen as the end of childhood and the beginning of 
adolescence. Around this time children experience changes in physical  and cognitive development, as well as 
environmental and social changes. They move from relatively small, personalised, and task-focused primary 
schools to larger, more impersonal, and achievement-orientated secondary schools. They also encounter many 
new students, most of whom are older than themselves. This change offers both opportunities and challenges.  
The way young adolescents adapt to the transition can have a major impact on their psychological  well-being and 
subsequent development (Lohaus, Elben, Ball, & Klein-Hessling, 2004; McDougall & Hymel, 1998).

The good news is that most children negotiate the change well. Research conducted in Queensland found that 
psychological adjustment for the majority of students is stable during the transition, with 20% of students reporting 
better psychological  well being in Year 8 (Wallis & Barrett, 1998).  However, 25% experienced a decrease in their 
psychological health from Year 7 to Year 8 as students move from primary school to secondary school. Other 
international researchers have found similar variability in response to this normative transition (Chung, Elias, & 
Schneider, 1998; Paul  & Cillessen, 2003; Yeedyk, et al., 2003; Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987).

Another study found that students showing high levels of psychological  distress prior to the transition tended to 
have higher levels of psychological distress and more adaptive difficulties after transition than did their peers 
(Chung et al, 1998).  Similarly, Lohaus and colleagues (2004) examined the changes in internalising and 
externalising problems during the transition to middle school. They found a slight increase in psychological health 
overall, but at subset of some 30% of youngsters reported a decrease in their psychological wellbeing over the 
transition period. 

It is important to identify what risk factors are associated with poor transition, and what protective factors schools 
can put in place to support children.  Looking closely at individual differences in psychological adjustment over the 
transition from primary to secondary school will  help understand the factors that facilitate or hinder the transition 
process.  Developing school and family strategies that help children cope better with transition needs to become a 
priority.

Case Study
Girrawheen Senior High School is a secondary school with approximately 55 teachers and 570 students aged 
12–18 years.  It is situated in a low socioeconomic  area of metropolitan Perth, Western Australia. The school has 
a regular secondary school program as well as a number of specialist programs, e.g. performing arts – dance 
program and an Educational Support Unit for children with disabilities and learning problems. 

For the last three years the school has taken part in the MindMatters Plus initiative to promote mental heath and 
resilience in their students, particularly students with support needs.  They make extensive use of MindMatters 
resources throughout the secondary school  classes and sponsor their government and non-government feeder 
primary schools to receive training in the Aussie Optimism Program, so that students entering the secondary 
school  have the opportunity to gain enhanced interpersonal and self management skills to assist them with their 
transition to high school. 

In addition, the school uses the Aussie Optimism Program with students in their Educational  Support Unit in Years 
8 and 9 to assist with the transition to high schools and promote resilience in a group of students who begin high 
school  with more challenges than the average teenager. In 2006 there are 16, Year 8 and 9 students in the 
Educational Support Unit at Girrawheen. These students aged 12 – 15 years, have learning and intellectual 
disabilities, some have problems with hearing and deafness, and others have difficulty with gross and fine motor 
tasks. They attend the unit for their core academic  subjects and spend between one third to one half of their week 
in mainstream classes for other subjects.  All  of the students have encountered difficulty with learning, some have 
had difficulties with their behaviour or self esteem, and many have been either victims of bullying or have been 
involved in bullying themselves.

The Aussie Optimism Program is a mental health promotion program that aims to promote interpersonal  and self 
management skills, self esteem and optimism in an effort to prevent problems such as depression and anxiety. 
Girrawheen SHS uses the two school-based modules Social Life Skills and Optimistic Thinking Skills, to achieve 
these goals for the students in the Educational  Support Unit. The modules are taught as part of the regular 
educational program for these students. They also build upon successful transition activities, such as, high school 
visits in the last year of primary school, tours around to school to help new students become familiar with the 
physical  environment, and fun excursions at the beginning of the school  year to help students to get to know each 
other and their teachers.
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One of the teachers indicated that before making the transition to high schools many of her students were fearful 
of being bullied, either by children known to them from their primary school  days or the big kids from the higher 
grades. They were also worried about finding their way around the school and having to attend so many different 
classrooms with different teachers. She worried that her student’s learning, social  and physical  skill differences 
would make them targets at recess time. 

Teachers who used the Aussie Optimism Program over the last two years found that it built social cohesion and 
capacity in the group for students to better support and protect each other. Modules include: promoting 
awareness and regulation of emotions, problem solving, and communication skills, as well as teaching 
assertiveness and negotiation for situations where you need to stick up for your self.  They also promote 
confidence and self esteem, using modules from the Optimistic  Thinking Skills program, by getting their students 
to work out what they are thinking before they act, and to evaluate the consequences.  

Classroom teachers also reported that they incorporated the concepts from the program into the general 
classroom processes.  For example, they referred back to the decision making module for students having trouble 
working out solutions to problems, and to skills learnt in communication skills for teasing or bullying issues. They 
believe that the program and other MindMatters mental health promotion activities that they are undertaking in 
their class have resulted in more cohesiveness in the class, better behaviour and group work skills, and enhanced 
confidence in their students.  The majority of the students have the skills involved in the Aussie Optimism Program 
written into their Individual  Educational  Plans 
ensuring that maintenance of mental  health is a 
priority. 

Sean, a Year 8 student said he felt “very happy 
about the Aussie Optimism subject” and had 
learned about “What I feel  about things, and “to 
cool  down and think about what to do before you 
do it”. Parents are also involved. At the beginning 
of the term they are sent a letter informing them of 
the purpose of the program and what it will involve.  
They then receive weekly information about each 
module, plus tips to help their children with the 
practice exercises for the week. Feedback from 
parents indicated strong support of the program 
and a keenness for their child to learn social skills, 
and skills to enhance optimism and self esteem.    

Specific Strategies
Students transitioning into secondary schools who are prepared for the transition by their primary school and their 
families, have been found to fare better (Lord, et al., 1994; Rudolph, et al., 2001). These protective factors are 
promoted by visits to the secondary school  by primary school students, talks from secondary school  staff and 
older students relating to the benefits and strengths of the secondary school. For students with support needs, 
identifying particular student interests and strengths, and linking these to the secondary school program and key 
staff is undertaken. 

These preparations are particularly important for students with support needs who may have high levels of anxiety 
and be less adept at problem solving and seeking support.  Preparations includes: knowing where they are going, 
how they will  get there, what resources they will need for classes, expected dress code, location of lockers and 
classrooms and timetables.  

In the case study involving Girrawheen Senior High School  the transition was enhanced by both having a well 
organised middle schooling structure and providing a range of curriculum events and excursions at the start of the 
year to promote peer and student/ staff relations.  This established a positive attitude to secondary school, 
cohesion and social support between students, and enhanced students perceptions that they could adapt well to 
secondary school. Developing self-regulatory beliefs and behaviours are also protective across the transition 
(Rudolph, et al., 2001). 

Through regular primary and secondary school  cell  meetings and joint ventures such as the Aussie Optimism 
Program a confidence in the transition has been built over time leading to positive messages form staff at the 
primary schools.  This reinforces the understanding that optimistic  statements from parents and primary school 
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staff aid transition by promoting beliefs about students’ ability to adapt to the transition (Barber & Olsen, 2004; 
Wargo Aikins, et al., 2005).  “Continuity in relationships is important and we keep in regular contact with students 
who are now in the high school” (Contributory Primary School  Principal).

Friendship and social support is also important. Young adolescents with high quality friendships, characterised by 
greater intimacy, openness and warmth, are more likely to experience better school adjustment in secondary 
school. In contrast, adolescents with disrupted and conflictual  relationships experience poorer school adjustment 
(Wargo Aikins et al. 2005). Students who are able to maintain their friendships and contacts over the transition the 
secondary school  fare better than those who don’t.  Helpful ideas gleaned form the schools include: 
• Keeping contact with primary school friends who are attending different secondary schools by making 
arrangements to meet up with them on weekends, or at social clubs or sports teams; ;
• Making new friends to build social support in the new school. Some youngsters find it best to get to know one 
new person at a time, rather that trying to break into a group. Others just start talking to people, when sitting next 
to someone, in their classes, waiting in line for the canteen. 

Sustainability
There is little research to guide us on what factors sustain mental health promotion in schools, particularly around 
the transition to secondary school.  However, work on suicide prevention in high schools provides some 
assistance (Kalafat & Ryerson, 1999). Administrative policies and procedures that give priority to mental  health 
promotion, school  teams and links between schools, families, and mental health services that monitor and support 
these policies, are important to maintain programs over a number of years. 

In addition, school  staff members are more likely to continue to implement programs or practices that support 
mental  health if there is congruency between the program and the school mission, and if they receive special 
recognition for their implementation efforts. Having continuity of supportive administration and teaching staff 
associated with such programs is also predictive of long term continuity of program implementation and integrity. 
Kalafat and Ryerson (1999) found that schools that maintained fidelity to the core program components, but felt 
free to make adaptations to fit with local conditions maintained their intervention more successfully over time.

Conclusion
An understanding of the importance of student wellbeing has resulted in a collaborative and comprehensive 
approach to transition practice between the secondary school  and contributory primary schools. Consideration is 
given to all  students as well as those with special needs.  In the case study provided, students in the Education 
Support Units are considered in the context of a whole school  approach.

Whilst it is understood that the majority of children make successful transitions to secondary school, this case 
study illustrates that the more vulnerable students benefit from both the whole school  transition activities as well 
as the support achieved through specific strategies developed to meet their individual  needs.  The involvement 
and role of parents and families are also shown to be a significant support in this process.

Relevant learning from the MindMatters Plus initiative:
“A positive school culture which celebrates and recognises diversity and responds 

decisively and effectively to bullying and harassment is a platform for mental 
health promotion and intervention.”
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