
Introduction

The transition from primary to secondary education is a period of rapid social,

psychological, and physical development for children. While stepping into

adolescence can be a thrilling and exciting experience, it presents both children and

parents with various challenges and requires adaptations and adjustments.

Additionally, the social network of families and the system in which children and

parents live also play crucial roles in shaping the trajectory of children’s development

and how well-prepared their caregivers are in the face of newly emerged and rapid

changes. Therefore, it might be advisable to look at this process from a systematic

point of view. To ensure that our practices are well-informed and research-based, we

can perhaps use some well-known theories and models during this journey. One of the

most credible and research-based models best suited to account for this process is

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model. In this leaflet, we are going to learn about the

basics of the bioecological model, its ramification-the PPCT model, and how to apply

the latter within the context of primary-secondary transition. A number of strategies

and tools are also provided with the hope of equipping parents with some utilities that

can be put into practice.

Bioecological Systems Theory

Proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner in 1979 (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the ecological

systems theory is the predecessor of the bio-ecological model. The ecological systems

theory categorises the environment in which humans live into several interrelated

systems and holds that each system possesses a series of influencing factors to human



development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In the following decades, Bronfenbrenner

constantly renewed his theory, expanding upon the basics of the theory’s prototype,

taking into account the biological element of human development and temporal

influences, and made the final revision of the PPCT model before he passed away

(Bronfenbrenner, 1989; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Figure 1

Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory

The bio-ecological model of development consists of five reciprocal,

interconnected systems, namely microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem,

and chronosystem, all of which exert direct or indirect influences upon us, depending

on the proximity. The following section explains each system in order of proximity to

the person.



As seen in the figure 1, the child, who is at the centre of the circle, can be seen as

a recipient of influences posed by the five layers of the system surrounding him. The

child’s genetic makeup also predisposes him to certain traits, behaviours, and the way

he responds to outside influences, or what some would call stimuli.

Onto the five systems, the microsystem includes the impact of things with which

we directly interact, such as family, neighbours, and peers. The mesosystem is the

interaction between different microsystems. Outside the mesosystem is the exosystem,

which indirectly affects us through events like news dissemination, the

implementation of certain policies, and varying medical and welfare benefits,

generally things we do not directly participate in or have a say in. Surrounding the

exosystem is the macrosystem, in which the main components are sociocultural norms,

ideologies, values, and beliefs within a certain society. Last but not least, the system

that encompasses all the aforementioned systems, the chronosystem, comprises events

and conditions embedded in a particular historical period or stage of human

development.

As noted above, the most recent advance made on the bio-ecological model is the

PPCT model, PPCT being the acronym for process, person, context, and time. Process

refers to the interaction between a person and other humans, objects, and symbols,

which is termed proximal processes, the underlying mechanisms upon which humans

develop (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Person means the characteristics of a person,

or in this case, a child. Bronfenbrenner categorises the concept of person into active

behavioural dispositions, resource characteristics, and demand characteristics, and it is



through these characteristics manifesting themselves that the development is either

hindered or facilitated. Context essentially refers to the influences that exist in

multiple environments that a person lives in. It could be understood as influencing

factors within micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems. Time can be defined as events

and conditions that occur during the process of certain interactions or activities

(microtime), vary in the frequency and consistency of occurrence (mesotime), and are

embedded in a certain historical period or context (macrotime).

The PPCT model, alongside the bio-ecological model, has proven to be effective

in identifying, understanding, and framing contributing factors to educational

transition (Roberts, 2020; Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). The essence of applying the

bio-ecological model within the context of primary to secondary education transition

lies in identifying things in each of the five systems and each of the four concepts

(process, person, context, and time). This is not to suggest that parents ought to deem

these concepts as the ‘Bible’ for understanding the intricacies of transition from

primary to secondary education; rather, these concepts serve as a guide for identifying

important influencing factors of the transition and potentially a catalyst for

exploratory thinking.

Through mapping potential influencing factors based on the individual concepts

of the PPCT model, we are able to obtain a general picture of the things that affect the

transition and development, as can be seen in the following section.

Process

Social relationship



Children transitioning from primary to secondary school experience changes in

social relationships, including mainly relationships between themselves and peers,

parents, and teachers. As children step into adolescence and gain more independence,

emotional support and advice from peers become increasingly important for a

successful transition with regard to academic progress and social functioning

(Bokhorst et al., 2010; Keay et al., 2015). Conversely, peer pressure and bullying can

impede the transition and even cause emotional and physical harm, which may

transform into trauma that renders children more likely to exhibit risk behaviours in

later stages of life (Raymond et al., 2023).

School belonging

The sense of belonging at a new school is crucial for children transitioning to

secondary education; school belonging is associated with overall well-being and

learning outcomes among new secondary students (Dunlop, 2021). Children who are

introverted and less willing to communicate and make friends actively are less likely

to feel belonged at a new school. Certain sociocultural factors like being unable to

speak a language fluently also subject children to being less able to feel

belongingness.

Technology usage

While a substantial amount of interactions are physical, virtual interaction

nowadays is more prevalent than it ever has been, that is, the use of technological

devices and online media platforms. Digital technologies can be beneficial for

children transitioning from primary to secondary school when used in moderation and



under supervision. Actually, digital literacy is associated with positive cognitive

outcomes and socioemotional development in teenagers (Haddock et al., 2022).

Nevertheless, digital technologies can potentially expose adolescents to harmful

content, online bullying, and other things detrimental to their overall development,

thus hindering their transition from primary to secondary education. Besides, certain

children and adolescents can develop screen addiction, suffering physical harm and

mental disorders as a result (Ding & Li, 2023).

Person

Essential skills

The acquisition of new skills is a process just as dramatic and challenging as the

transition between primary and secondary school. Children face a number of things

that require them to acquire new skills. Finding their own lockers, increased academic

load, the change of environment, and stresses that come along with secondary

education are some of the things requiring new skills. Children are expected to

develop organisation skills in order to manage their personal belongings and study

materials. Stress-coping skills, communication skills, and leadership skills are all

desirable skills that parents and teachers need to foster among children in addition to

teaching children how to acquire them alone because these skills can insofar dictate

how well children who just graduated from primary schools perform in secondary

schools (Dunlop, 2021). These skills fall into the category of resource characteristics

of “person”, a component of the PPCT model that affects proximal processes, which,

again, is the mechanism underscoring human development.



Disposition

Skills alone do not guarantee successful outcomes, but the combination of

desirable skills and attributes does, as attributes serve as a vehicle for children to

implement skills with long-lasting consistency. The PPCT model classifies

dispositions into generative dispositions and disruptive dispositions. As the name

suggests, generative dispositions refer to individual attributes that facilitate the

development (proximal processes) of children, which include willingness to initiate

and engage in activities independently or with others, the ability to delay gratification

for long-term goals, being motivated, persistence, curiosity, and so forth

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). In contrast, disruptive dispositions include but are

not limited to aggression, inability to control emotion, impulsivity, and withdrawal

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). To a certain degree, disposition is a reliable

predictor of scholastic outcome as well as life outside the school. It is important for

parents to actively identify children’s dispositions and put effort into fostering

positive ones (generative dispositions) while discouraging negative ones (disruptive

dispositions) through effective communication, reward, and punishment. Meanwhile,

parents ought to realise that dispositions, while being modifiable, are reflections of

genetic makeup and personalities, so sometimes accommodating the dispositions that

are not necessarily going to harm children and their surroundings is preferable to

forcing children to fulfil the image of what you perceive to be an ideal child, which

can be painful and counterproductive.

Outward appearance



Another yet important factor that belongs to the concept of person is demand

characteristics, which are a child’s age, appearance, colour, gender, and other features

that visually affect how people view him or her (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). It

is of paramount significance for parents to adjust their expectations of children in

accordance with their age and gender. Educators should not be preoccupied with

stereotypes regarding children of different ethnic and cultural groups. Children with

disabilities may require extra attentiveness from their surroundings in order to achieve

equality of opportunities.

Context

Again, context essentially refers to influences from everything within the

environment that children live in. The environment is broken down into micro-, meso,

exo-, and macrosystems. Some of the most important influences from these systems

are parenting style, teacher-student relationship, and civic engagement.

An adequate parenting style that is aligned with children’s individual needs and

characteristics is significant in contributing to a smooth transition between primary

school and secondary school (Darmody et al., 2012). The support and attentiveness

from teachers are critical in smoothening the transition as well (Spernes, 2020).

Interestingly, the level of support from parents is associated with support from

teachers (Darmody et al., 2012), so parents need to be aware of the spillover effect of

their parenting. Furthermore, civic engagement can be beneficial for adolescents, for

it has the potential to produce a sense of meaningfulness and equip adolescents with

communication skills (Fong & To, 2022; Korich & Fields, 2023).



Time

Discontinuity of relationships often occurs in children transitioning from primary

school to secondary school. This typically includes relationships with primary school

instructors and peers, or in some cases, peers from the previous neighbourhood as

children move away to attend secondary school. In addition to the discontinuity of

relationships, children experience a wide range of normative life events such as

puberty. Non-normative life events can take place, including the divorce of parents,

illness or death of family members and friends, traumatic experiences, and so forth.

History-graded events, like the recent pandemic, also influence the development of

children in one way or another. All of these occurrences are within the dimension of

time in the PPCT model, and it will require corresponding skills, attributes, and

support from parties within the children’s support system in order for children to

navigate through the complexities.

So far, we have used the bio-ecological systems theory and its PPCT model to

map some of the quintessential influencing factors of primary-secondary education

transition and children-adolescent development. Certainly, it is impossible to identify

all the factors, but as stated earlier, the model serves as a programmatic way of

identifying the factors as well as a propeller for more exploration. The following

section provides some strategies and tools parents can use to address the factors

mentioned above.

Strategies & Tools

Team Sports



Participation in team sports is correlated with an increased ability to develop and

maintain benign peer relationships among children and adolescents (Eime et al., 2013).

Through participating in team sports, children and adolescents also attain

self-confidence, a healthy sense of self-esteem, social skills, and improvement in

cognitive abilities such as motor skills, the ability to shift and maintain attention,

spatial orientation, and executive functioning (Eime et al., 2013). Thus, it is a

potentially useful tool that parents can utilise during primary-secondary transition.

On the surface, team sports is a micro-level practice because it mainly involves

parties in children’s microsystem, including their peers, parents, and instructors or

coaches. However, in many cases, parents are able to build relationships with other

parents when they attend practice sessions and competitions, which constitutes a

meso-level practice because now two or more microsystems are interacting with each

other. Mutually supportive relationships between families and sharing of parenting

skills and information pertaining to primary-secondary transition can potentially occur

as the result of parents getting to know each other through the means of team sports.

Family Time Spent Together

Family activities or time spent with family members, in general, enable children

to experience a higher level of happiness, contentment, and readiness while allowing

for the development of family cohesiveness and more chances for parents to fine tune

parenting style based on observations made during the process (Izzo et al., 2022). It is

worth a moment’s attention that parents can have a clear goal or agenda in mind so

that the time spent together is as productive as possible. Such a tool addresses factors



within all four components of the PPCT model. Family time spent together is

undoubtedly the interaction within the microsystem, though its effects on the

development involve multiple ecological systems. To put it into perspective, family

time spent together can well be a time of self-reflection where children and parents

discuss what things they have done that brought each other either positive or negative

emotions and thoughts. Through reflecting upon past behaviors, thoughts, and

emotions, family relationship improves, and children are able to learn empathetic

thinking and position-taking, which help them cope with relationships outside the

microsystem.

The duration, quality, and consistency of family time spent together insofar

dictates children’s well-being and various outcomes in their adolescence and

adulthood (Li & Guo, 2023), so children spending time with parents in a desirable

fashion is facilitating to primary-secondary transition. Additionally, family time spent

together affects attachment between parents and children, and given that attachment is

a major predictor of child development, parents ought to divert a substantial amount

of attention towards having quality time spent with children during transition (Cassidy

et al., 2013).

Monitoring App

This tool is for preventing the harms of excessive and inadequate technological

use among youth. By using apps like Google Family Link and Qustodio, parents are

informed in terms of how much time their children spend on digital devices and what

kind of content they browse, which comes in handy in this digital era where digital



literacy is greatly valued but not at the cost of children’s well-being. It is ideal for

parents to make agreements with children before adopting this tool because doing so

promotes a sense of boundary and personal privacy.

Extracurricular Activities (ECAs)

Extracurricular activities is such as broad term. It includes community service, art

lessons, after-school tutoring, sports, adventure, youth club of various kinds, just to

name a few. ECAs’ benefits are just as broad as the number of things ECAs include,

some of which are increased cognitive abilities, acquirement of leadership skills and

community skills, a stronger social support system, enhanced confidence and

creativity, which are not only advantageous for primary-secondary transition but for

overall development as well (Visser et al., 2023).

Forming or Utilising Existing Networks

Without the right guidance and a rich repertoire of information, parents can

limited in their ability to help children transition. Hence, it might be useful for parents

to form networks between themselves and other parents and teachers. It allows

parents to seek advice and share information regarding various things involved in the

transition. Families with kids in the pre-and post-transition can both benefit from this

practice because of the snowball effect of networking, which invites parents of

different generations to participate. Utilising existing networks within the parents’

social circle is also strongly advised.

Conclusion



Hopefully, you have gained a basic understanding of what the bio-ecological

model is and how it could be applied to identify factors influencing the transition from

primary school to secondary school. The strategies and tools at the end could

potentially be effective, and it is essential to tailor them to the individual needs of

your family as well as trying out some other strategies and tools. This leaflet is far

from being able to cover all the aspects of primary-secondary education transition but

was made with the best intention and designed for parents.
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