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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Background: Smooth transitions between educational stages are Received 24 January 2025
vital for children’s development and academic success, particularly Accepted 02 July 2025
for those with special educational needs (SEN). This study aimed to KEYWORDS

create a practical transition guide in collaboration with school staff, Participatory research;
incorporating student perspectives. transition process;
Methods: The co-design process involved three workshops with elementary school; upper
school principals, assistant principals, occupational therapists, and secondary school; the school
researchers. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 setting interview (SSI)
educators, and 42 students were assessed using the School

Setting Interview (SSI).

Results: The workshops identified gaps in documentation during

school transitions and emphasised strategies such as advance plan-

ning, clear routines, and active student involvement. The co-design

process resulted in a transition guide consisting of an annual year

wheel outlining monthly activities and responsibilities to ensure

smooth transitions. A template was developed to document and

share information on students’ support needs, adjustments, and

assistive technologies. Additionally, guidelines for student involve-

ment in transition planning were established.

Conclusion: Engaging all stakeholders in a systematic and

extended transition planning process with clear documentation,

systematic timelines, and ongoing support is crucial for successful

transitions.

Introduction

Children spend much of their lives in school, a critical place for learning and development
(UNICEF, 1989). School is also an evolving social arena, where transitions occur as children
progress through academic stages. In many western countries, students transition from
preschool to elementary school and primary to upper secondary school (2022). The
transition between primary and secondary school is especially important for students,
especially those requiring special support or students with disabilities (Lillvist and Wilder
2017; McCoy, Shevlin, and Rose 2020). Transitions between educational stages are viewed
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as complex and intricate processes involving multiple actors and contexts unfolding over
time (Baric et al. 2017; Lillvist and Wilder 2017; Wilder and Lillvist 2021). They entail
changes in abilities, expectations, and needs (Shaw and Rudman 2009). On one hand,
transitions are seen as important educational milestones, offering exciting opportunities
like encountering new teachers, exploring diverse subjects, and making new friends
(Foley, Foley, and Curtin 2016; van Rens et al. 2018). On the other hand, these transitions
introduce new social institutions, contexts, rules, and environments, placing varied
demands on an individual’s participation and performance in school activities. This
requires acquiring new skills, receiving guidance on behaviour, and meeting expectations
regarding responsibility. For instance, transitioning from elementary to high school
involves new challenges related to school size, class structure, academic expectations,
and student autonomy (Bunn and Boesley 2019). A difficult transition can impact stu-
dents’ academic performance, well-being, and mental health (Waters et al. 2012).
Conversely, a smooth transition, with favourable conditions in the new class or school,
supports students’ ongoing development without setbacks (van Rens et al. 2018).

Transitions pose inherent challenges, with extant research indicating that transitions
can be especially challenging for students with special educational needs (SEN) compared
to students without SEN (Lillvist and Wilder 2017; McCoy, Shevlin, and Rose 2020).
Students with SEN often face additional physical, social, and emotional obstacles, under-
scoring the importance of thorough preparation (Asbjarnslett, Engelsrud, and Helseth
2015; Bouck and Joshi 2016; Hughes, Banks, and Terras 2013; Stack, Symonds, and Kinsella
2021). Parental involvement becomes crucial in supporting these students, who may
struggle to meet educational requirements during transitions, which are critical phases
for learning (UNICEF, 1989; Wilder and Lillvist 2021). Concerns about students with SEN
often revolve around their adjustment to new school environments, managing increased
academic demands, and redefining social roles among peers (Asbjernslett, Engelsrud, and
Helseth 2015).

Transitions present challenges not only for students and families but also for school
staff, who play crucial roles in the process (Fontil et al. 2020). A recent literature review
highlights the importance of clear communication and delineation of responsibilities
among school staff to effectively address transition challenges (Kaplan, Mart, and Halil
Diken 2022). Collaborative efforts among different school staff — such as interdisciplinary
transition meetings and information exchanges, and providing central guidelines and
tools — are effective strategies for improving transition planning for young people with
disabilities (Barry, Hoolway, and McMahon 2020; van Rens et al. 2018).

In Sweden, the Swedish Education Act (SFS 2010:800) requires schools to address
a range of special educational needs to ensure diverse student participation and educa-
tion assimilation. The school environment, which includes physical elements like school-
yards, classrooms, desks, chairs, and assistive technology, along with social aspects such
as peer interactions and staff availability, can either facilitate or hinder participation in
school activities (Hemmingsson, Lidstrom, and Nygard 2009; Lidstrom and Hemmingsson
2014; WHO 2007). The underlying assumption is that providing necessary support or
assistive technology during transitions can help students adapt to new educational
contexts. However, research shows that students with SEN often lack sufficient adjust-
ments and support during school transitions (Foley, Foley, and Curtin 2016) or struggle to
integrate support into the school environment (Hemmingsson, Lidstrom, and Nygard
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2009). A critical aspect highlighted by van Rens et al. (2018) is the importance of involving
students in the transition process — especially students with SEN - to better understand
their experiences and needs (Patton and Kim 2016). Engaging students in transition
planning helps educators better understand their individual needs, preferences, and
concerns (Baric et al. 2017; Mau 2023), empowering them to take control of their academic
performance and fostering autonomy and independence crucial for their well-being and
success in the new environment. Involving students also promotes open communication
among students, parents, educators, and school staff, fostering collaboration and enhan-
cing relationships among different stakeholders (Brown, Plotner, and Marshall 2023; Rous
and Hallam 2012).

Despite the importance of collaboration, limited evidence exists regarding interven-
tions that focus on partnership or cooperation among school staff, parents, and students
before and during transitions between classes and schools (van Rens et al. 2018).
Consequently, researchers emphasise the need for further exploration into how students
can actively participate as partners in the transition process and what significance this
may have for the design of the school’s transition process. This study addresses this by
investigating the transition process, focusing on the perspectives of students with SEN
and their needs for adjustments and support before and after a transition. It also considers
the perspectives of staff from the departing school. Our goal was also to develop
a practical transition guide in collaboration with school staff, ensuring the inclusion of
student perspectives.

The following research questions guided the analysis:

e What activities do school staff experience that either hinder or facilitate the ongoing
transition process?

¢ What should a practical transition guide include to facilitate smooth transitions for
students and teachers?

¢ Are there differences in the students’ perceived needs for adjustments and support,
before and after the transition to a new school or class that need to be considered in
the design of a practical transition guide?

Materials and methods

The study utilised a co-creation design, according to Vargas et al. (2022), to develop
a practical guide aimed at supporting students during transitions within elementary
school. This co-creative approach aligns with participatory research, wherein stakeholders
collaborate to devise and assess contextually pertinent solutions to challenges (Vargas
et al. 2022). The study has received approval from the Swedish Ethical Review Board
(Reference Number: Dnr 2018-285-31).

Partners in the co-creation process

Participating schools were recruited through convenience sampling. Four schools were
invited based on the inclusion criteria: being a primary/elementary school, either grades 1
to 6 or preschool class; having school staff with experience supporting students with SEN
transitioning to a new grade, school, or school form; and obtaining consent from the
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principal and school staff to participate. Two schools fit the inclusion criteria, and at each
school a project group was formed including principals, assistive principals, occupational
therapists, and researchers, to work together and coordinate the co-creation process.
These schools, located in central and southern Sweden, had approximately 600 and 100
students, respectively.

The co-creation process

The co-creation process took place from January 2018 to December 2019, spanning two
transitions: one from spring 2018 to autumn 2018, and another planned for spring 2019 to
autumn 2019. The process included two phases: 1) defining the problems and selecting
actions, covering the first three steps of the co-creation process (Identify, Analyse, Define);
and 2) developing and evaluating a practical transition guide, covering the final three
steps (Design, Realise, Evaluate) (Figure 1).

Identify [~ Analyse l# Define [~ Design [~ Realise [=> Evaluate
e X o \( ) -
Start up Project Workshop 2: Project Workshop 3:
workshop 1 Groups 1-2: Groups 1-2:
Aim: Establish Aim:_lnyentory Key components Bevelapmant) Aim: Wra p-up-
Project groups at of existing for a student- revision and Fvaiuahon of
each school traps_ltpn cente‘rled implementation of |mp|e.n.'1ented. y
activities transition s e transition activities
transition activities
approach
Participants: Participants: Project
Project group 1: Participants: Project groups 1-2
researcher, Project groups 1-2
principal,
assistant \_ J \L y, \ ) \ )

principal, youth
recreation leader

Y

Interviews with
principals (n=4)
SSI

Project group 2: - .
researcher, Discussions among Discussions among Discussions among
principal, research team research team research team
assistant

principal,

occupational

therapist

with SSl-assessment with students
before transition (n=45) after transition (n=45)
Interviews with
teachers (n=8)
Year 1 Year 2

Figure 1. The Co-creation process based on the six steps; identify, Analyse, Define (phase 1); design,

Realise and Evaluate (phase 2) (Vargas et al. 2022).
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Data collection

To discuss and reach consensus on the foundations for the practical transition guide,
three workshops with different foci were carried out during Phase | (/dentify, Analyse,
Define) and Phase Il (Design, Realise, Evaluate).

Phase 1—Identify, analyse, define

Start-up workshop

During the initial Identify step in phase 1, start-up workshops at each school were
performed, aiming to foster collaboration between researchers and school staff, and
one project group for each school was formed (see Figure 1). To ensure that the transition
guide would be relevant to key end-user staff, the project groups decided to invite six
teachers-two special education teachers, and one occupational therapist, all of whom
were active in the current transition process at the participating schools - to participate in
the study. During the start-up workshop, participants exchanged their experiences with
transition services, drawing from both practical applications and previous research pro-
jects. This exchange was intended to help parties learn from each other by identifying
best practices and common challenges.

Interviews with teachers and principals

To gain a deeper understanding of the experiences related to current transition activities,
interviews were conducted with six teachers, two special education teachers, and four
principals between start-up and second workshop. The interviews focused on creating an
overall picture of how transitions work, what controls them, and what needs to change.
Each interview lasted between 25 and 45 minutes, and all interviews were recorded and
transcribed. The interviews were then analysed and presented to the project groups
during the second workshop.

Interviews with students using the School Setting Interview

To incorporate student’s perspectives into the development of a practical guide for
transitions, interviews were conducted using the School Setting Interview (SSI)
(Hemmingsson et al. 2014) assessment tool. These interviews took place at the end of
Phase 1 to explore students perceived needs for adjustments and support in creating an
inclusive environment prior to transition. To explore whether students’ needs changed
after moving to a new learning environment, the same group of students was interviewed
again in Phase 2, after the transition had taken place. This made it possible to compare
their perceived needs for support and adjustments before and after the transition. These
insights are valuable for shaping a practical guide to better support students with special
needs during such changes.

In total, 42 students with SEN were interviewed using the SSI assessment both before
and after transition: 22 boys and 20 girls. The transitions included moving from preschool
class to year 1 (n=9), year 3 to year 4 (n=6), and year 6 to year 7 (n=27). For students
in year 6, the transition to year 7 involved moving to a new school.
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SSI assessments were conducted by either the occupational therapist, special educa-
tion teacher, or assistant principal who participated in the study. Each interview lasted
between 30 minutes and an hour.

The SSI assessment comprises 16 school activities and utilises a four-step rating scale,
providing valuable insights into areas like writing, remembering, sports activities, and
interaction with staff. The SSI, proven valid for students with SEN (Yngve et al. 2018), was
introduced through a one-day course conducted by researcher HL for the occupational
therapist, special education teacher, and assistant principal responsible for the interviews.

Workshop 2

Prior to the second workshop, during the Define step (prioritising and sharing experiences
related to transition activities), each project group was asked to inventory relevant
documentation, including professional registers, routines, and communication channels
used during transitions at each school in collaboration with key school staff. This aimed to
engage project groups in understanding the local processes and practices used, and to
identify opportunities and challenges related to these in line with suggestions from den
Outer, Handley, and Price (2012). This inventory supported the project groups in establish-
ing a common understanding of the existing practices and the conditions that govern the
transition process at each school. The second workshop set the stage for future planning
of the practical transition guide by identifying key areas for improvement and discussing
potential new strategies and methods to be tested and implemented.

Phase 2—Design, realise, evaluate

Workshop 3

The compilation of notes, from the first and second workshops, and interview data from
teachers, principals and students resulted in suggestions for improvements and content
to collect during transitions. During the third workshop, project groups were engaged in
co-designing material for the practical transition guide using prototyping techniques, as
described by Boyd, McKernon, and Old (2010). The practical transition guide consisted of
early prototypes of: a) year wheel for structured pathways on who, when, and how to
document and pass on information during transitions; and b) documentation for available
adjustments, support, and assistive technology at the class- and student levels.

The study spanned four semesters (two years), allowing for the creation of early
prototypes of a) the year wheel and b) documentation on adjustments/assistive technol-
ogy during the first year. Revision and real-time implementation of the early prototypes
were possible to implement during the second year. In this study, the Evaluate step in co-
creative design has been ongoing, incorporating insights from all involved parties
between the three workshops. The third workshop played a crucial role in establishing
a structure for continuous dialogue among project group members, aiming to generate
more ideas for improvements that support the transition of students with SEN. However,
it's important to note that the potential benefit of the practical guide for transition from
the perspective of students and guardians has not been evaluated.
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Empirical data and analysis

Data were gathered at different points in time using various tools and activities through-
out the co-creation process (Figure 1). In the first phase, qualitative data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with teachers (n=8) and principals (n=4). These
interviews were transcribed by the second author and analysed using directed content
analysis as described by Hsieh and Shannon (2005). To increase credibility, all transcrip-
tions were read through multiple times.

To analyse the interviews with teachers and principals, a study-specific coding guide
was developed in line with Hsieh and Shannon (2005), with the following predetermined
categories: available guidelines and action plans, transition activities/practices, informa-
tion gathered/handed over and/or received, and existing communication channels. All
staff interviews were coded based on these predetermined categories by the second and
last author. The analysis process was discussed in detail with the first author. The content
of each category was then summarised to describe the variation in the material. To
increase trustworthiness, the analysis and coding of data into categories were continu-
ously discussed with the third author to reach a consensus among the authors (Polit and
Beck 2017).

In the first and second phase, quantitative data from the SSI interviews (n =42) were
analysed. During the interviews, the 16 items were assessed using a four-step rating scale.
A grade of 1 or 2 indicated that the student experienced a need for adjustment, while
a grade of 3 or 4 indicated that the student’s needs were met in school activities. The
analysis used descriptive statistics in terms of frequency and percentage to describe the
perceived need for adjustments and support for each SSI item (see Figure 3).

Results

During phase two, the co-creation results were developed, including prototypes of the
practical transition guide, in line with the needs identified during phase one.

Identifying challenges and facilitators in the transition process-school staffs’
perspective

The start-up and second workshops (/dentify, Analyse, Define, phase 1) added insight
regarding available, inadequate, or missing documentation in each school’s transition
process to establish a common understanding of the need for change, and pinpoint areas
for improvement.

Participants highlighted that unclear roles and poor communication — both between
staff at different schools and between staff and students — made transitions more difficult.
Uncertainty about who was responsible for collecting and sharing important information,
both verbally and in writing, significantly disrupted the process. Furthermore, schools
reported a lack of structured procedures for documenting the adjustment needs and
individual support required by students with SEN. This gap created uncertainty among
school staff during transitions to a new class or school, particularly regarding which
adjustments and support the students needed prior to the transition. Available were
teachers’ and special education teachers’ often unstructured notes on the adjustments
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that had been implemented or tested, making it unclear which strategies were currently
beneficial for students, i.e. before transition. The exception was the documentation for
students with individual education plans, as their adaptation and support needs were
documented continuously, but they were limited in number. Further, lack of established
guidelines for student involvement in the transition process, including planning and
implementation of support or adjustments were described as influencing the transition
process negatively. Participants stressed that students’ voices were often lost in transition
meetings. There was also a lack of agreement within schools about when and how to
involve students as active participants, with clearly defined roles, in the transition plan-
ning process.

Key strategies to facilitate transition identified included: the importance of advance
planning, clear routines, defined timetables, structured documentation, and mapping
students’ needs for adjustments and support prior to transition through active student
involvement in the transition process.

Students’ perceived need for adjustments and support before the transition: SSI
assessment

Interviews using the SSI were conducted to identify the accommodation and support
needs of students with SEN who did not have individual education plans. These interviews
provided valuable insights into the students’ own perspectives on what types of accom-
modations contribute to an inclusive learning environment.

The SSl assessments (n = 42), carried out before the students transitioned to a new class
or school, revealed a total of 106 unmet needs (rated 1-2 on the scale) across 16 items
(see Figure 3). The areas with the highest reported need for support included memory,
speaking, practical subjects, and mathematics. These findings highlight the significant need
for targeted adjustments and support in specific school-related activities and tasks for
students with SEN.

To ensure continuity of support and facilitate a successful transition, it is essential that
these needs are documented and communicated to the receiving school. Mapping these
needs should be a key component of any practical transition guide.

Developing a practical transition guide to facilitate smooth transitions

A practical transition guide was developed to help students transition smoothly from
one stage of their education to another. The transition guide includes a year wheel:
a visual calendar that outlines key dates and activities throughout the school year,
helping to plan and document transitions by detailing who, when, and how to docu-
ment and pass on information during transitions. Further, the transition guide included
guidelines on how to document and share important information about students, such
as information on available adjustments, support, and assistive technologies that can
support students in their new environment, tailored to both class- and individual
student levels.
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Year wheel template

A visual representation of the year was created, referred to as a ‘year wheel’, based on the
start-up and second workshop to aid in planning and organising transition activities (early
prototype). The year wheel is a graphical representation of the school year that supports
schools in planning and documenting transitions. One school developed a comprehensive
template outlining crucial transition planning activities, while the other school revised an
existing template based on discussions, resulting in a clear timetable and activity plan
(Realise, phase 1) (see Figure 2). The year wheel template specifically addressed the need for
components enabling a unified vision in transition planning processes, outlining key
activities and responsibilities each month, including transition meetings within schools
and between receiving schools to ensure smooth transitions.

Upon implementation in each school (Evaluate, phase 2) the year wheel template was
further developed during the third workshop to incorporate more specific activities,
although this posed challenges when it came to timing these activities correctly within
the annual cycle. In particular, difficulties aligning meeting times between the departing
and receiving schools indicated a lack of planning. Interviews with principals raised these
issues at each municipality’s principals’ meeting, emphasising the positive impact of good
planning resulting from the co-creation process. Additionally, existing digital systems posed
challenges for inter-school communication, particularly between preschools and primary
schools, prompting principals to escalate this matter to a higher decision-making level.

Year wheel (annual cycle) mapping students' needs
for adjustments and support in educational, social,
and physical learning environments

January-February 20XX
October—November 20XX Disseminate information to
Follow-up assessments with SSI relevant parties
[Name or designation]
o 5 Feb) —March 20XX
Collaboration with: [Specify the ety an
collaborating entity or school] Plan and schedule assessments

with students/teachers
Responsible: [Name or
designation]

August-September 20XX

Plan and schedule follow-up March-April-May 20Xx
assessments with students/teachers Conduct interviews with
Responsible: [Name or designation] students using SSI
Collaboration with: [Specify the Responsible: [Name or
collaborating entity or school] designation]

April-May 20XX

Compile data from SSI
August 20XX ResponsFHe: [Nameor
designation]
Possible continued interventions for
students undergoing transitions
ible: [Name or designati

1

April-May 20XX

Plan interventions based on assessments and
collaboration with receiving school
May—June 20XX Responsible: [Name or designation]
Interventions for students undergoing transitions. Collaboration Collaboration with: [Specify the collaborating
with the new school and transfer information entity or school]

Responsible: [Name or designation]

Collaboration with: [Specify the collaborating entity or school]

Figure 2. Year wheel (annual cycle) template mapping students’ needs for adjustments and support in
educational, social, and physical learning environments.
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Documentation on available adjustments, support, and assistive technology

To address the lack of organised documentation on students’ support needs before and
after transitions raised during phase one, a template for how to document and share
important information on available adjustments, support, and assistive technologies was
established following the second workshop (Realise, phase 2). This template detailed the
available adjustments, support, and assistive technology used in classrooms. Furthermore,
based on phase one, information collected on both the class- and student levels included
in the template were: available adjustments, assistive technology, available extra support,
individual study plan, and diagnosis (see Table 1).

Upon implementation of the template for documentation on available adjust-
ments, support, and assistive technologies (Evaluate, phase 2) during the first year,
findings revealed that assistive technologies available to students with SEN before
transitions included assistive technology and strategies pertaining to cognition,
planning, structure creation, and time management. These interventions were con-
sidered easy to document using the template by school staff. However, flexible and
shared resources available in classrooms, such as ‘SOS boxes’ containing items such
as cushions, earmuffs, and stress balls (which were available to and used by all
students in a class) were challenging to document in the protocol, raising questions
about effectively documenting these types of support.

During the third workshop in the second year, the template for documentation on
available adjustments, support and assistive technologies was used to follow up on

Table 1. Example of a template for documentation on available adjustments, support, and assistive
technologies.

Sex Special Special

Student B/  Individual education educational Access to Assistive

code* G plan teacher need a resource person technology Diagnosis

6D01 B

6D02 B X X Acquired
brain injury

6D03 B

6D04 B X X

6D05 B

6D06 G X X Dyslexia

6D07 B

6D08 B X X X X ADHD**

6D09 G

6D10 G

6D11 B X X X Dyslexia

6D12 B

6D13 G X X X X X Down
syndrome

6D14 G

6D15 B

6D16 G X X

6D17 B

6D18 G

6D19 B X X ADHD

6D20 B

6D21 G

*6D is the name of the class.
**Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.
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implemented adjustments in receiving schools’ post-transitions. Findings revealed that
many of the adjustments, support and assistive technologies listed as available in the
classroom before transitions were no longer relevant or applicable to specific students.
This suggests that students’ needs for support changed when the school environment
changed (see Table 1).

Students’ perceived need for adjustments and support after transition: SSI
assessment

Findings from the SSI assessments (Evaluate, phase 2) revealed changes in students’
perceived unmet needs in 15 out of 16 items, indicating either an increase or decrease
in the need for adjustments following the transition. After transitioning to a new class or
school, the same group of students reported a total of 129 unmet needs - an increase of
23 compared to the pre-transition assessment (see Figure 3).

Perceived needs for adjustments and support increased in 9 out of 16 school activities
after the transition. These included areas such as remembering, speaking, and practical
subjects. In contrast, a decrease in perceived need was observed in 5 items, including
exams, field trips, and homework.

The most notable increases in unmet needs were seen in personal support, reading, and
mathematics, where between 9 and 11 students reported greater needs after the transi-
tion. These results underscore how students’ requirements for adjustments and support
can shift significantly during transitions to new learning environments.

Discussion

The current co-creation study informed by Vargas et al. (2022), which engaged principals,
teachers, and students, offers practical guidelines for planning school transitions

B Number of students unmet needs BEFORE = Number of students unmet needs AFTER

Figure 3. Comparison in number of students who perceived unmet needs pertaining to adjustments
and support before and after transition.
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transition. It introduces a structured framework that includes a year wheel that delineates
key dates, responsibilities, and activities; tailored guidelines for the dissemination of
student-specific information; and use of standardised assessment tools designed to
collect critical insights into students’ needs for accommodations and support both prior
to and following transitions. These guidelines are consistent with widely recognised
transition needs and established best practices. They underscore the importance of
a collaborative approach that actively involves key stakeholders, a systematically orga-
nised transition process that unfolds over an extended period, and the integration of
pedagogical, organisational, and psychosocial dimensions that collectively shape stu-
dents’ educational experiences (Baric et al. 2017; Chandroo, Strnadovd4, and Cumming
2018; Francis, Stride, and Reed 2018; Yeager and Morgan 2023). Furthermore, a prior
systematic review has highlighted the critical need for participatory action research to
address the increasing demand for enhanced collaboration among stakeholders and to
promote active student engagement in transition processes (Yeager and Morgan 2023).

In this study, we propose an annual cycle for transition planning - referred to as a ‘year
wheel’ - as a guiding framework to support smooth and systematic transitions between
the departing and receiving schools. This year wheel delineates essential steps, respon-
sibilities, and timelines, thereby promoting a sustained and standardised approach to
transition planning. The year wheel reflects practices more commonly found in interna-
tional educational policies, such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (U.S.
Department of Education, 2025) in the United States, which mandates specific compo-
nents within transition plans. In contrast, the Swedish educational framework, including
the Education Act (SFS 2010:800) and the Swedish National Curriculum for the
Compulsory School Skozlverket (2019, does not prescribe detailed requirements for
transition planning. Instead, it emphasises the importance of broad collaboration to
ensure continuity in students’ educational experiences. The absence of nationally man-
dated transition protocols places the ultimate responsibility on school principals to
establish the necessary conditions and directives for effective transition planning. This
governance gap has resulted in considerable variability in how transitions are prepared
and implemented across different regions and schools in Sweden, as highlighted by the
Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen. 2018). To address this inconsistency, the
proposed year wheel serves as a structured and adaptable template for regional imple-
mentation. It facilitates a coherent planning process by clearly outlining key activities and
assigning responsibilities within a defined timeline. Moreover, the year wheel is designed
to be flexible and responsive to contextual needs, allowing for further development and
customisation based on stakeholder feedback. This adaptability enhances its practical
utility across diverse educational settings, supporting more equitable and effective transi-
tion practices.

Our findings indicate a clear need for standardised procedures to define the type of
information that should be exchanged between departing and receiving schools during
student transitions. This aligns with previous research (Ahtola et al. 2011; Fontil et al.
2019), which emphasises that comprehensive information sharing with receiving schools
contributes significantly to smoother transitions for students. Despite this recognition,
there remains a lack of consensus on what specific information should be communicated
in and between schools. To address this gap, the present study proposes a structured
template for documenting and sharing critical information regarding available
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adjustments, support measures, and assistive technologies that can facilitate students’
learning in their new educational environments. Prior studies have demonstrated that
students with SEN are particularly vulnerable during transitions (McCoy, Shevlin, and Rose
2020). Therefore, ensuring that detailed information about students’ individual needs and
the supports they require is shared effectively is essential for maintaining continuity in
educational provision. Such practices might reduce the risk of disruptions to learning and
support services by ensuring that all stakeholders are adequately informed and prepared
to deliver the necessary support from the outset.

Findings from the workshops conducted with school staff reveal that teachers and
special education teachers frequently lack up-to-date and clearly documented informa-
tion regarding the specific support, adjustments, and assistive technologies required by
students with SEN. This lack of clarity hinders the effective communication and transfer
of students’ support needs to new teachers or receiving schools. McCoy, Shevlin, and
Rose (2020) notes that it can take up to an entire semester for students to receive the
necessary support in a new educational setting, underscoring the urgency of addressing
this issue.

To support a more systematic approach, the present study employed the SSI assess-
ment (Hemmingsson, Lidstrom, and Egilson 2020), a standardised tool designed to gather
insights into students’ preferences and their met and unmet support needs before and
after transitions. The results indicate changes in unmet needs across 15 of the 16 assessed
items following transitions. Notably, while some students reported an increase in unmet
needs, others experienced a decrease, depending on the characteristics of the new school
environment. These findings suggest that students’ requirements for support and adjust-
ments are dynamic and may shift significantly during transitions. This variability highlights
the importance of timely and individualised planning to prevent delays in support
provision, which, as previous research has shown (McCoy, Shevlin, and Rose 2020), can
contribute to school failure. Comparisons with earlier studies (Egilson and Hemmingsson
2009; Hemmingsson, Lidstrém, and Nygard 2009; Yngve and Lidstrdm 2023) further
confirm that students often feel they lack the necessary support and that their needs
frequently change across educational contexts. For instance, some students may not fully
understand the purpose of assistive technologies or may not perceive a need for them
(Hemmingsson, Lidstrom, and Nygard 2009).

These findings underscore the importance of actively involving students in the transi-
tion process. Consulting students both prior to and shortly after transitions can help
ensure that their support needs are accurately identified and promptly addressed.
Collaborating with students to determine which supports and adjustments they believe
would enhance their participation in the new learning environment represents a critical
improvement in transition planning. This approach aligns with Article 12 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989), which emphasises the
child’s right to express their views in matters affecting them. It is also consistent with
a child rights-based perspective on Individual Education Plans (IEPs), as reflected in the
Skozlverket (2019) Swedish national curriculum for compulsory school, preschool, and
after-school classes (Chandroo, Strnadova, and Cumming 2018; Fontil et al. 2020; Yeager
and Morgan 2023).
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Conclusions

Taken together, these findings underscore the importance of comprehensive and stu-
dent-centred transition planning processes that involve collaboration among key stake-
holders such as school principals, teachers, special education teachers, and students
themselves. Engaging all stakeholders in a systematic and extended transition planning
process with clear documentation and information sharing, systematic timelines, and
ongoing support is crucial for effectively addressing individual student needs. Findings
reveal that current practices in Sweden often lack clear and standardised routines, defined
timetables, and established responsibilities for key staff members involved in transitions.
There is a clear need for transitions to be managed mandatorily and systematically by
school principals over an extended period, with clearly defined responsibilities for all
stakeholders. Implementing an annual cycle referred to as a ‘year wheel’ for transition
planning, as proposed in the current study, is recommended. This year wheel template
outlines necessary steps and actions for an integrated transition process, helping ensure
sustained and standardised transition planning for students. Furthermore, there is a need
for standardised processes to specify what information should be shared between depart-
ing and receiving schools during transitions. This study outlines a template for how to
document and share important information on available adjustments, support and assis-
tive technologies that can facilitate students’ learning in their new environment. Sharing
information about students’ needs and supports helps maintain continuity as they
transition between different educational settings. This reduces the risk of disruptions to
students’ learning and support services by ensuring that everyone involved in student
education is informed and prepared to provide the necessary support.

Engaging students in transition planning is critical. Students’ perspectives on their
support needs and adjustments should be considered, and using assessment tools like
the SSI assessment can provide valuable insights into students’ preferences and support
needs before and after transitions. Ensuring timely access to necessary support and
adaptations in new learning environments is crucial for students’ learning and
development.

Strengths and limitations

Employing a co-design methodology in this study enhances the credibility and feasibility
of the practical guidelines developed for participating schools. This approach ensures that
all stakeholders, including principals and school staff, contribute their valuable knowl-
edge of the transition process, necessary changes, and practical implementation strate-
gies. The study focuses on creating practical guidelines, offering a tangible outcome that
can be utilised in other schools facing similar transition challenges. This transferable
knowledge supports schools in reviewing and enhancing their transition processes.
Vargas et al. (2022) outlines a co-creation process in evaluation, and a limitation of this
study is that this step has not been fully performed. However, the study spans three
semesters, allowing for iterative improvements based on ongoing feedback and experi-
ence. The initial proposal was refined over time, reflecting real-time insights and adjust-
ments, which supports the guidelines’ practical applicability. However, the study’s
duration (three semesters) might not capture long-term effects or changes in the
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transition process adequately. Following the transition process for an additional year
could provide deeper insights into sustained impacts and challenges.

On the other hand, the guidelines have been developed over three semesters, where
the first proposal was based on retrospective knowledge and was then revised during
semesters two and three, which can also be seen as a strength. A simpler evaluation took
place with a concluding workshop. It would have been desirable for the study to follow
the transition process for another year.

A limitation of this study is its exclusive focus on the perspective of the departing
school in the transition process. The experiences, strategies, and perceptions of the
receiving schools were not included in the data collection. As a result, the findings may
not fully capture the bidirectional dynamics of the transition, and interpretations should
be understood within the context of the departing school’s viewpoint alone. Further
research is also needed to assess the transition process from the students’ viewpoint,
particularly concerning students with SEN. This includes evaluating whether SEN students
gain timely access to necessary support and adjustments for effective participation in
teaching. Additional research, for example, could include intervention studies with con-
trol groups with e.g. the School Setting Interview. Although the theoretical framework
(Vargas et al. 2022) highlights the importance of parental involvement in the transition
process, their perspectives were not substantively integrated into the empirical phase of
this study. Future research should consider more direct engagement with parents and
other accompanying individuals to provide a more holistic understanding of the transi-
tion process.
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