
Transitioning to the Preschool 
Program 

  

This Unit of Study by Julie Zancanaro, taken from her book, has 
been developed to provide Teachers of Babies and Toddlers with a 
greater understanding of when a baby or toddler is capable and 
ready for further change in their swimming lessons, and in 
particular, when they are ready to move to a learning situation 
independent of the caregiver. 

In short it is all about “Terrific Toddler Transitions”. 

  

Who Is a Terrific Toddler? 

 

•              No longer a Baby 



•              Not yet a Preschooler 
•              A walker 
•              Sometimes a talker 
•              Often a handful! 
•              I am SOME 1 year olds 
•              Some 3 year olds 
•              And all 2 year olds 

Refer back to the Unit of Study #3 - Child Development to review 
the profile of a toddler. 

Note that from around 30 to 42 months most toddlers are gaining 
the skills they need to successfully transition away from the 
caregiver to a small group situation. 

The Toddler 

•              15 to  30 months Interaction 
•              30 to  42 months Independence (Transition) 

  

What are Transitions? 

 

•              Beginnings and endings 
•              Familiar to unfamiliar 
•              Breaks in routine 
•              Change – in any form! 

  



Examples of Transitions 

 

The Little Transitions...... 

•              Giving up a toy 
•              Stopping a favourite game 
•              Getting in or out of the pool 

The Bigger Ones! 

•              Teacher Change 
•              Change of Caregiver in the lesson 
•              New group member 
•              Going up a level 
•              Changing position in the pool 
•              Floatation aids coming off 
•              Introduction of new skills e.g. Breathing, turning 
•              Introduction of new equipment e.g. kickboards 

The Outside Ones! 

•              New Baby in the family 
•              Starting Childcare 
•              Toilet training 
•              Big bed 
•              New room at childcare 
•              Holiday 
•              Break in routine due to illness 



•              Change in routine at home (e.g. if Parents separate, one 
Parent away) 

The Really Big Ones! 

•              Starting BIG CLASSES! 
•              “I’m still in – they’re out!” 
•              Often happens with other swimming transitions 
•              Often happens when other transitions are happening away 

from swimming 
•              No wonder the Toddler is often not impressed! 

  

The Trouble With Change 

 

Too much at one time…. 

•              Changing rapidly in their understanding of the world 
•              Driven toward independence 
•              Many other changes happening in the social environment 

around them 

Limited Thinking…. 

Young children often misunderstand situations and so have 
difficulty relating with the environment and other people. For 
example, they may have anxiety from heightened Depth Perception; 
Animism; belief that the parent will leave; or that the teacher will 
make them do what they see more advanced children doing. 



Language and thinking skills are insufficiently developed to reason 
with toddlers. They will only believe what they see and experience. 

Still Learning to Trust…. 

Stability and routine are the basis of trust and give the child the 
courage to explore a wider world, when stability and routine are 
threatened trust must be re-established. 

Difficulty controlling emotions…. 

A happy toddler is likely to be very happy, but an angry or frustrated 
toddler is just as likely to be out of control. They have trouble 
understanding what is causing the emotion and have even more 
trouble keeping the degree of their response under control. 

Developing Social Awareness… 

Toddlers have many new rules to learn, such as…. 

•              Taking turns 
•              Stopping a favourite activity and starting another 
•              Delaying wants and rewards 

Social Referencing… 

Toddlers still rely on the reactions of their caregivers, such as facial 
expressions and tone of voice, as a guide to measure their own 
response. Called Social Referencing this peaks at around 12 
months of age and is still a strong influence in the Transition 
Toddler. If the caregiver is not 100% positive about the transition 
the child is likely to be anxious. 

Caregivers and teachers can never let their guard down – toddlers 
are always in learning mode! 

Poor Mastery of Language… 

Transitioning Toddlers are still learning how to express their 
complex emotions and anxieties into words. This limitation in their 
spoken language can lead to frustration; emotional outbursts; and 
even physical aggression. 



Listening calmly and giving them simple choices will help relieve 
frustration. Language skills and the attainment level of complex 
thought will vary widely between individuals. This has a major effect 
on the age at which each individual child will be able to successfully 
transition from their caregiver. It is common for boys to develop 
complex language a little later than girls, and it is also common for 
them to be ready for transition a few months later than their female 
peers. 

  

Readiness for the Caregiver to 
Leave the Water 

 

Aquatic Program managers, teachers and caregivers need to work 
together to evaluate when the toddler is ready to start a transition 
away from a program with the caregiver in the water. 

The toddler will need to have developed the social and 
communication skills to cope independently in a small group 
situation. 

The ability to take turns is an important sign that the toddler has 
developed the empathy needed to function in a group. To wait while 
another has a turn requires patience, an ability to delay wants, an 
understanding that other people also have needs and preparedness 
to follow rules. 

Being able to talk to the teacher is important to avoid frustration and 
fully participate in more imaginative and cooperative activities. 



Caregivers will be able to read the child’s body language and 
gestures, but the teacher may not. It is important that they can use 
words to indicate fear, discomfort and choice, for example. 

Willingness to be separated from the caregiver and take instruction 
from another adult is also important for successful transition. If the 
toddler is still clinging to the caregiver or regularly looking at the 
caregiver’s face to monitor emotional response, transition will be 
difficult. 

It is better for all involved to wait until the toddler is happier to 
separate and is seeking out the interaction and approval of their 
current teacher. 

  

Teachers helping Caregivers 
Understand Their Children 

 

Be an Advocate for the child…try to step into their shoes. 

How would you feel? 

• If all your favourite games suddenly stopped? 
• If you were given to a stranger in the water? 
• If Mum and Dad suddenly refuse to get in with you? 
• If you could see your old games and songs being played by other 

kids in another part of the pool – and your favourite teacher was 
with them? 



Caregivers need: 

• Accurate information 
• Understanding & acceptance 
• Emotional support 
• Positive role models 

Teachers and Aquatic Program Managers must be Experts…. 

Educated Teachers are good communicators. Good 
communication can be delivered via… 

• Information sheets 
• Certificate schemes 
• Web references to Child development sites 
• DVDs 
• Orientation sessions or information nights 
• Guest speaking at community groups 
• Booklets and brochures 
• Newsletters 

Understanding & acceptance.… 

• Understand the predetermined roles and relationships that Children 
and their Caregivers are bringing to the pool. Changing their 
patterns of behaviour in the short time they are at the aquatic facility 
can be achieved, but it will take time, understanding guidance and 
patience. 

Develop trust.… 

• Reaffirm for Parents the importance to the Child of trust – in them, 
the Teachers and supervisors, and the environment. Educate how 
body language, facial expressions, and comments made to other 
adults, can all be strong indicators of that trust, and that the Child 
will be constantly watching and  interpreting these signs. 

Encourage scaffolding…. 

• Teach Caregivers the value of providing just the right amount of 
physical and emotional support. Not too little, not too much! 



Share experiences… 

• Remind Caregivers that Children are always ready to follow their 
lead, and will often happily attempt a challenge if they see the them 
do it first. 

  

Strategies to Engage the 
Caregivers Help 

 

The manner in which the caregiver interacts with their child has a 
major impact upon the performance and behaviour of their child. 

This section will examine some ways for Teachers of Babies and 
Toddlers to work with the various styles of interaction they may 
encounter from caregivers. 

Working with the Forceful 
Caregivers 



 

• Take charge 
• Be the Child’s advocate 
• “I need you to….” 
• “Your Child needs….” 
• Give them something to do 
• Set and share small goals 
• Emphasize that being comfortable and happy is essential to 

learning – unsettled Children don’t progress! 
• Explain that temporary regression in skills will pass 
• Explain that Children who are pushed often push back! 

  

Working with the Protective Parent 
or Caregiver 

 

• Keep the Parent or Caregiver busy – engage in conversation. 



• Give them a concrete plan of response to their child’s actions e.g. 
advise the parent or caregiver to “Be busy” when the child is 
whining but to look up and give praise when you hear the teacher 
giving praise or when the child behaves positively. 

• Ask the parent or caregiver to bring help others in the class e.g. 
demonstrate a hold or skill; with the aim of enhancing their 
perception that they are doing the right thing. 

• Explain to them how their facial expressions and body language are 
adding to the anxiety and insecurity. 

• Help them learn to “fake it”. 
• Reassure them and provide praise to them also. 
• Laughter is the best way to help them relax! 

  

Program for Success… 

 

  

If you plan for success you are likely to succeed. 

A lack of success is usually indicative of a lack of planning. 

Planning for the Child 



 

Plan the Strategy for each Individual Child 

• Small Steps 
• Staggered change – not all at once 
• Alternate pathways – one approach will not work for all 
• Keep familiarity whenever possible 

Organise small, homogenous groups 

• Toddlers in transition need individual attention 
• Group Children of similar age and ability 

Keep a Familiar Environment 

• Introduce platforms to caregiver/child classes 
• Use kick boards in older toddler classes 
• Transition to a new class as close as possible to the old class 

location 

Use Transitional Routines 

• Have the same start and finish as previously used in the 
caregiver/child class 

• Use familiar games and songs 

Use Transitional Objects 

• Toys from home 
• A special toy from the baby or toddler program – must be available 

for that child every week 



Provide Visiting Rights to Preschool classes while still in Caregiver 
and Child Program 

• Make it an official visit - special for both caregiver and child 
• Take a transitional object 
• Plan with Teachers to ensure inclusion and acceptance 

Just the Pep Talk! (sometimes this is all you need) 

• Easy, mature child 
• Easy Parent 
• Great group 
• Great Teacher 

  

Planning for the Caregiver 

 

Distraction from the caregiver… 

In the majority of cases the caregiver should be close by, attentive 
and encouraging. 

However, if the caregiver is over attentive, negative or forceful, it 
can help to take child’s attention away from the adult. Aim to 
remove eye contact and if possible, also sound contact. It may work 
to ask the caregiver to sit behind a glass barrier (preferably with 
reading material), but ensure this is not perceived as punishment by 
the toddler. 



An emotional break with the child can also be achieved if the 
caregiver seems otherwise occupied, for example busy reading a 
book or doing some book work. 

It is important the toddler understands they have not been 
abandoned – the only way a child this age will believe that is if 
they can see the caregiver! It is also important that the child is 
responded to if distressed. Caregivers must not be 
encouraged to ignore a child who is distressed or seeking their 
help. 

Making friends with the caregiver 

It is important for the child to see that the caregiver has a positive 
relationship with Aquatic Program Manager and Teachers – this will 
allow the child to develop trust. If there is a relief teacher it helps to 
introduce the new teacher as a “friend” of their regular teacher. 

Create Motivation and Atmosphere….. 

It is essential that toddlers in the transition stage are surrounded by 
a positive atmosphere. Positive Parenting styles and adhering to 
the principles of good early childhood education, will allow the child 
to adapt to change without threat of coercion, punishment or failure. 

Developmentally appropriate games, equipment and activities will 
allow the child distraction and a playful environment to soothe the 
possible stress associated with change and new learning situations. 

Use Parallel Play… 

Transitioning toddlers will be rapidly developing in the area of 
cooperative play. However when under stress caused by the 
transition away from their caregiver, it is likely that they will regress. 

Taking children back to the skills and developmental stages that 
they are very comfortable with allows them to achieve and re-
establish trust and self-confidence. Parallel play is less threatening 
for the transitioning toddler and allows them to participate on their 
terms. 

As they settle in to the new class environment they will again start 
to engage in cooperative play. 



  

Steps to Success…. 

 

Here is a step by step method of developing a plan for success: 

Step 1 – Identify The Problem 

•              Gather information 
•              Observe the behaviour of child, teacher, caregiver 
•              Talk to the caregiver 
•              Talk to or interact with the child if possible/appropriate 
•              Talk to the teacher 
•              Talk to the old teacher 
•              Aim to be in their shoes! (child, caregiver, teacher) 

Step 2 – Develop The Strategy 

•              Decide on the transition pathway (e.g. 2 weeks 1:1 and 
then small group) 

•              Decide on the stepping stones (e.g. transitional objects; 
visits; familiar routines) 

•              Give guidance to the caregiver (specific actions to take) 
•              Establish a time frame for review 

Step 3 – Follow Up 

•              Monitor progress 
•              Acknowledge every small achievement 
•              Talk with caregivers 



  

Examples of Transition Pathways 
  

  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The diagrams above are examples of various transition pathways. 

Transition Scenarios 
  

How can Teachers of Babies and Toddlers cope with some of the 
common scenarios that arise in lessons? 

This section will provide some strategies for situations such as a 
new baby arriving or a temporary change of teacher. 

Scenario 1 – The Relief Teacher 
  

Transition Issues 

• Element of surprise –no opportunity to prepare 
• Security threatened 
• No past experience to match 
• Fear of the unknown 
• No trust developed 



  

Transition Strategies 

• Pretend that the relief teacher is the caregiver’s friend – and the 
regular teacher’s friend! 

• Warn caregivers before they enter the pool area to avoid a look of 
surprise - and ensure relaxed body language and facial expression 
from the caregiver and teacher 

• Special toys – distraction/transition 
• Remind caregiver to treat like a first day if needed – give them time 

to adapt 
• Use the Aquatic Program Manager or other familiar face as a bridge 

  

Scenario 2 – New Baby 
  

Transition Issues 

•              High stress level 
•              Upset by small transitions in the pool 
•              Regression in skills 
•              Acting out / Attention seeking 

  

Transition Strategies 

•              Minimize changes at swimming – routine and predictable 
•              Contact (phone, email, SMS) caregivers if there is going to 

be relief teacher 
•              Use a transitional object from home 
•              Lots of revision of well learnt skills 
•              Keep longer in the same level rather than change class 
•              Provide extra praise and encouragement 

In Summary… 
  



• BIG TRANSITIONS have big social and emotional effects – leading 
to smaller changes being tolerated less well 

• Transition programs need clear programming pathways and 
strategies, and criterion to measure success 

• Transitioning toddlers need an educational approach with sound 
Early Childhood philosophies 

• Teachers and supervisors need to guide caregivers and equip 
themselves to BE THE EXPERT! 

  

 


