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Abstract

This research investigates the self-reported perceptions, readiness and psychological wellbeing
of 15 male primary school students prior to transitioning to a secondary boarding school (S1)
located away from home and family. A mixed-methods approach was used (i.e., online ques-
tionnaire and focus group), and findings indicate that while participants were apprehensive
about expectations, study and encountering new technology at boarding school, all viewed
the impending transition to S1 as a positive opportunity in their educational journey.
Participants reported academic motivation and self-regulation above the norm; however, both
questionnaire and focus group data indicated their academic self-perception was low. Levels of
reported psychological distress were low, with symptoms associated with emotional problems,
conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, prosocial behaviour and overall total difficul-
ties all found to be within the normal range. Indicators of life satisfaction and protective factors
associated with resilience were similarly found to be within the normal range. Four major
themes and eight subthemes emerged from the qualitative data, including: (1) enthusiasm
(i.e., confidence, sadness); (2) opportunity (i.e., new experiences and choices, friendships);
(3) anchor points (i.e., older siblings, orientation); and (4) expectations (i.e., study, technology).
The findings of this study add to the literature encouraging staff in boarding schools to view
transition through the lens of the early to mid-adolescence developmental period and the emer-
gence of co-occurring innate psychological needs - in particular, the desire for competence,
autonomy and relatedness. Strengths and limitations of this study are presented.

Introduction

While some research reported that the majority of students adjust and cope well with the tran-
sition to boarding school (Martin, Papworth, Ginns, & Liem, 2014), other research suggested
this is not universal (Rossiter, Clarke, & Shields, 2018; Schaverien, 2004, 2011). For example,
Australian longitudinal research by Mander and Lester (2017) investigated indicators of men-
tal ill health as reported by boarding and non-boarding students over a 2-year period from the
end of grade 7 to the end of grade 9. They found all students reported significant increases in
symptomatology associated with depression and anxiety and a decrease in prosocial behaviour
over time. By the end of grade 8, boarding students reported significantly higher levels of
anxiousness and stress compared to non-boarding students. Furthermore, at the beginning
of grade 8 and end of grade 9, boarding students also reported significantly higher symptoms
associated with a negative emotional state (e.g., feeling unhappy, downhearted, nervous,
fearful, worried, experiences headaches) compared to non-boarding students (Mander &
Lester, 2017).

Research suggests that boarding students who reported higher levels of anxiousness and
stress were found to be associated with a greater risk of bullying victimisation at the beginning
of grade 8 (Lester & Mander, 2015). Conversely, boarding students experiencing symptoms
associated with conduct problems and emotional difficulties were more likely to engage in fre-
quent bullying perpetration (Lester & Mander, 2015). These findings are not trivial. The recent
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, for example, explicitly
emphasised how a high tolerance for bullying behaviour in Australian boarding schools
adversely impacted boarding students’ sense of safety and wellbeing (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2017).

It is well established that a poor transition to secondary schooling impedes students’ academic
performance (Akos, Queen, Lineberry, 2005; Uvaas & McKevitt, 2013), sense of belonging
(Osterman, 2000) and connectedness with school (Lester, Waters, & Cross, 2013), as well as
increases the risk of school absenteeism and dropout (Waters, Lester, & Cross, 2014a, 2014b;
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Waters, Lester, Wenden, & Cross, 2012). In addition, a poor tran-
sition experience to secondary school can have further negative
implications on young people’s sense of identity and self-worth
(Benner, 2011; Topping, 2011), vulnerability to anxiety, depression,
loneliness and capacity to benefit from the protective factors asso-
ciated with education (Downs, 2001, 2003; Riglin, Frederickson,
Shelton, & Rice, 2013; Riglin, Petrides, Frederickson, & Rice, 2014).

From a developmental perspective, an important aspect of the
transition experience to boarding school in Australia is that it
typically coincides with early adolescence when young people
are aged 11-13 years. There is broad agreement that the early to
mid-adolescence period is a time when symptoms associated with
mental ill health are most likely to emerge (Dustin & Steinberg,
2011; Lawrence et al., 2015; Rutter, 2007). Hence, adolescence is
often thought of as a key inflection point to invest in forging
healthy human development across the lifespan (United Nations
Children’s Fund, n.d; World Health Organisation, n.d).

Research has emphasised that during early and subsequent
mid-adolescent years, a cascade of neurobiological processes and
social reorientation takes place for young people (Dahl, Allen,
Wilbrecht, & Ballonoff Suleiman, 2018). Foremost among these
are the onset of puberty (e.g., on average by age 10 in females
and age 12 in males), sexual maturation and pronounced metabolic
and physical changes. An increased motivation and sensitivity
towards social connectedness with peers, social roles and intimate
relationships, status and prestige is also common. From a psycho-
logical perspective, a shift from concrete to pre-abstract to abstract
thinking skills is apparent (Dahl et al., 2018). So does the adoles-
cent desire to fulfil certain other innate psychological needs in
preparation for adulthood - in particular, the desire for: (1) com-
petence (e.g., the need to control one’s own outcomes and to expe-
rience mastery), (2) autonomy (e.g., the need to be casual agents on
one’s own life) and (3) relatedness (e.g., the need to connect with
and form relationships with others) (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan
& Deci, 2000).

Several studies have asserted that staff in Australian boarding
schools need to be more than just mindful of the immediate chal-
lenges faced by new students when transitioning into a new board-
ing school environment (Hodge, Sheffield, & Ralph, 2013; Whyte
& Boylan, 2008). Yet a gap exists in comprehensive ongoing train-
ing regarding the unique neurobiological, cognitive, social and
behavioural changes that occur during the early to mid-adoles-
cence period (Lester & Mander, 2015; Mander & Lester, 2017).
Peak bodies such as the Australian Boarding Schools
Association (ABSA), for example, have taken steps to address this
gap and the need for the prioritisation of boarding students’ well-
being through the development of training resources such as Duty
of Care, which is now in its third edition (e.g., https://www.
boarding.org.au). In spite of this, a shortcoming of this resource
and other similar training options currently available in
Australia to boarding staff (e.g., http://boardingtrainingaustralia.
com.au) is that these only offer a cursory insight into the early
to mid-adolescence developmental period and often overlook
the pre-transition experience for boarding students.

Current approaches to pre-transition support

On average over 21,000 secondary boarding students in grades 4-
12 attend 178 boarding schools across Australia (ABSA, 2016).
While each individual boarding school determines its own specific
content and nuanced approach to the delivery of pre-transition
support programming, there are several commonalities. For
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example, it is common for boarding schools in Western
Australia (WA) to arrange for staff to conduct home visits or make
telephone contact with students prior to arrival, and some even
offer students sleepover experiences, with or without parents, prior
to starting (Hadwen, 2015). However, beyond this, the pre-transi-
tion experience for the majority of new boarding students in
Australia tends to only involve three key aspects: (1) the provision
of parents with an information package about a boarding school;
(2) touring a boarding school with their parents, sometimes years
before actually starting as a student; and (3) participation in a one-
off orientation day just prior to commencing enrolment, usually
towards the end of grade 6.

Once at boarding school, the Head of Boarding has ultimate
responsibility for facilitating a positive transition experience and
monitoring the wellbeing of all new boarding students (Hadwen,
2015). It is conventional for a team of allocated staff, including
boarding house supervisors, homeroom teachers and pastoral care
staff, as well as older boarding students (e.g., peer mentors), to sup-
port new students with the adjustment to life at boarding school.
An expectation held within many boarding schools is for older stu-
dents, but in particular school prefects and boarding house seniors,
to make a conscientious effort to forge supportive relationships
with new younger boarding students (Hadwen, 2015). For the most
part though, new students invariably commence life at boarding
school with knowledge and skills sourced through family and
friends, as well as utilising self-regulatory capacities attained dur-
ing childhood and primary school years.

The Connect Programme at S1

The Connect Programme is located at a large-sized, independent,
Catholic day and boarding school (e.g., kindergarten to grade 12)
located in Perth, WA - herein referred to as S1. The majority of
students at S1 are day students (e.g., 1100) with a smaller boarding
student population (e.g., 200). The Connect Programme provides
transition support to new incoming grade 7 and 8 boarding stu-
dents during the 6-month period prior to arriving at S1 (e.g., still
at primary school and in grade 6), as well as in-school support for
the first 6 months post-transition (e.g., when at SI and in grade 7).
The Connect Programme is a direct outcome of S1’s 2014-2017
Strategic Overview and was first piloted as a programme in
2015. Its development coincides with the recent building of a res-
idential facility purposely designed to accommodate thirty grade 7
boarding students. The Connect Programme is coordinated by a
lead teacher who works directly with new incoming students
and their families and in close collaboration with key stakeholders
at S1. See Appendix A for an overview of the Connect Programme.

Why investigate the pre-transition experience?

At a time of pronounced neurobiological development and change,
the transition literature emphasises that there is a paucity in
Australian research that investigates the psychological wellbeing
of young people as they transition to secondary boarding school
(Mander & Lester, 2017; Rossiter et al., 2018). Hence, for schools
wanting to enhance the pre-transition experience they offer, iden-
tifying what supports young people perceive as beneficial and
prompting a sense of readiness prior to going to a secondary board-
ing school is crucial (Akos et al., 2005; Benner, 2011; Coffey, 2013;
Hanewald, 2013; Lester et al., 2013; Mackenzie, McMaugh, &
O’Sullivan, 2012; Maguire & Yu, 2015; Tobbell & O’Donnell,
2013; van Rens et al., 2018; Waters et al., 2014a, 2014b).
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Aim of present study

This research investigates the self-reported perceptions, readiness
and psychological wellbeing of young people prior to transitioning
to a secondary boarding school using both quantitative and quali-
tative data collection methods.

Methodology

A mixed-method quantitative (online questionnaire) and qualita-
tive (semi-structured focus group) design was used to investigate
the perceptions and pre-transition experience of new incoming
grade 7 students (while still in grade 6) prior to their impending
transition to S1.

Participants

All participants were recruited from S1 and had participated in the
Connect Programme since 1 July 2017. A total of 15 male partic-
ipants in grade 6 were recruited and aged 11 (n=7) and 12 (n = 8)
years. Most participants resided in country towns (n =11; 73%),
with several indicating they were from more remote locations in
WA (n=4; 27%). An information seminar was held at S1 on 28
October 2017 with all new incoming boarding students and
parents. Participation was then sought through the mailing out
of a follow-up research information package and an opt-out proc-
ess. This package contained both a parent and student information
letter, a parent opt-out consent form and a reply-paid envelop. For
those families that preferred an electronic version, a PDF of this
package was emailed to them. At all times it was explained to
parents and students that participation was voluntary and consent
could be withdrawn at any point without explanation, penalty or
question.

Procedure

Data in this paper represent one part of a larger longitudinal inves-
tigation, which follows the whole grade 7 cohort (both day and
boarding students) as they transition into S1 from primary school.
Data collection took place on 2 December 2017 when participants
were in grade 6 and still attending their respective primary schools.
A small number of randomly selected participants were further
invited to take part in a pre-transition focus group. Informed writ-
ten consent to participate in the focus group was actively sought
from both parents and students. All participants were informed
that participation was voluntary and they could withdraw at any
point without explanation, penalty or question. This study received
approval from the Human Ethics Office at The University of
Western Australia (Reference No. RA/4/20/4055) and the
Headmaster of S1.

Measures
Pre-transition online questionnaire

The pre-transition online questionnaire contained several well-
recognised and empirically established self-rating instruments
commonly used with adolescent populations. However, it was nec-
essary to make minor modifications to the wording of a few instru-
ment questions in the online questionnaire so that they aligned
with the pre-transition and boarding school focus.

D. J. Mander and L. Lester

Academic self-perception, motivation and self-regulation

The academic self-perception scale is derived from the School
Attitudes Assessment Survey (SAAS; McCoach, 2002) and con-
sisted of five questions measured on a seven-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) (alpha =0.86).
Questions included “I am confident in my academic ability” and
“I do well in school”. The motivation and self-regulation scale is
also derived from the SAAS (McCoach, 2002) and consisted of four
questions measured on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly dis-
agree to 7 = strongly agree) (alpha =0.76).

Transition to secondary school

This checklist asks participants what things they are looking for-
ward to (16 questions) and are concerned about (22 questions)
when preparing for the transition to secondary school. This check-
list was adapted from Akos (2002) to the unique situation of board-
ing school and schooling away from home and family. Questions
concerning being away from family, being away from home town
and living in a boarding house were added to the checklist.

Connect activities

Participants were asked how helpful Connect activities were in pre-
paring the students for boarding school. The list of 13 activities
included touring the school and boarding houses, attending orien-
tation day and reading the information package. Helpfulness was
measured using a five-point Likert scale (1 =I did not take part in
the activity, 2 = not helpful, 3 = not sure, 4 = helpful, 5 = very
helpful).

Resilience

Resilience was measured using the Resilience and Youth
Development Module (RYDM) - California Health Kids Survey
(California Department of Education, 2014; Hanson & Austin,
2003; Hanson & Kim, 2007). The RYDM uses a four-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all to 4 = very much true) to explore five aspects
of resilience, including internal protective factors (e.g., 12 questions
offering four subscales: self-efficacy (alpha = 0.60), empathy (alpha
=0.67), problem solving (alpha =0.51) and self-awareness (alpha
= 0.64)); peer protective factors (e.g., six questions offering two sub-
scales: caring relationships (alpha=0.82) and prosocial friends
(alpha = 0.76)); school protective factors (e.g., 14 questions offering
three subscales: school connectedness (alpha = 0.84), teacher con-
nectedness (alpha = 0.82) and school interest (alpha = 0.67)); home
protective factors (e.g., nine questions offering two subscales: home
support (alpha = 0.79) and meaningful participation at home (alpha
=0.62)); and community protective factors (e.g., six questions
(alpha = 0.86)).

Strengths and difficulties

Strengths and difficulties were measured using the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 1997). This is a self-
rating 25-item screening tool appropriate for use with 4-17-year-
olds and uses a three-point scale (0 = not true, 1 = somewhat true,
2 = certainly true). The SDQ measures strengths (10 items) and
difficulties (15 items) over the last month and comprises five sub-
scales (e.g., emotional symptoms (alpha = 0.43), conduct problems
(alpha =0.56), hyperactivity (alpha=0.60), peer problems
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(alpha=0.61), prosocial behaviour (alpha=0.61)). An overall
total difficulties score is calculated as per the authors’ instructions.

Distress

The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-6; Kessler et al., 2002)
is a self-rating, six-item screener that uses a six-point Likert scale
(1 = none of the time to 5 = all of the time) to measure symptoms
associated with non-specific psychological distress (alpha = 0.60).

Life satisfaction

The Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale is designed to measure global
life satisfaction in children (Huebner, 1991). The seven-item mea-
sure uses a six-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 =
strongly agree) (alpha =0.91).

Pre-transition focus group

Five randomly selected participants were invited to take part in a
pre-transition focus group on 2 December 2017. To generate con-
versation about aspects of the pre-transition experience, the fol-
lowing four questions used by Mackenzie et al. (2012) were
adapted to a boarding school context:

(1) How do you feel about going to a boarding school?

(2) What do you look forward to most about going to a boarding
school?

(3) Do you think that you are well prepared for life at a boarding
school?

(4) What concerns do you have about going to a boarding school?

The focus group took approximately 60 min, and all data col-
lected were audiotape-recorded, transcribed verbatim and system-
atically de-identified.

Analysis
Quantitative analysis

SPSS v. 23 was used to analyse the data. Frequencies were used to
determine what participants were most looking forward to and
what they were worried about, and the number of activities and
their helpfulness in preparing participants for boarding.
Acadenmic, resilience scale and emotional and mental wellbeing
means and proportions were compared to published norms to
determine the pre-transition wellbeing of participants.
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated on the sample of participants
to determine scale reliability.

Qualitative analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data collected from the
focus group and has been described as a general but widely used
strategy to identify, order and analyse patterns of meaning within
qualitative datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A list of initial codes
was generated systematically, and each emergent subtheme reiter-
atively compared and contrasted across the focus group tran-
scripts. Possible major themes were then discussed with the lead
teacher of the Connect Programme, as well as with participants
to ensure accurate interpretation of data. A description of each sub-
theme and major theme was generated and exemplars selected
from the focus group transcript to convey meaning in respect to
the research aims (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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Results
Quantitative data

Transition

While all participants (n=15; 100%) were looking forward to
making new friends, the majority were also looking forward to par-
ticipating in sports and clubs (n = 12; 80%), being at a larger school
(n=10; 67%), living in a boarding house (n = 10; 67%), sharing a
dormitory (room) with other students (n = 9; 60%), more school
activities (n=9; 60%) and having new teachers (n=38; 53%).
The majority of participants were worried or concerned about get-
ting lost (n=11; 71%), the amount of homework (n =10; 64%)
and being away from their family (n = 8; 53%).

Connect Programme

On average, participants reported completing 10.5 Connect
Programme activities (SD =1.7). Of these, the majority found
the following activities “very” helpful: touring the school (n=11;
73%); touring the boarding houses (n = 11; 73%); attending orien-
tation day (n = 11; 73%); participating in the Connect Programme
before arriving at the college (n = 11; 73%); meeting current stu-
dents (n = 10; 67%); and meeting current staff (n = 8; 53%).

Academic factors

Participants scored below the norm in academic self-perception
(mean=5.9, SD =0.4; norm mean =6.2, SD =0.6), and above
the norm for academic motivation and self-regulation (mean = 6.1,
SD = 0.6; norm mean = 5.4, SD =0.9) (McCoach, 2002).

Resilience factors

Participants reported similar internal protective factor scores to the
norm: self-efficacy (mean=13.4, SD =1.9; norm mean=13.7,
SD =2.6); empathy (mean=9.2, SD=1.5; norm mean=9.6,
SD =2.5); problem solving (mean=5.4, SD =1.7; norm mean
= 5.7, SD = 2.0); and self-awareness (mean = 10.4, SD = 1.4; norm
mean =10.2, SD =2.3) (California Department of Education,
2014; Hanson & Austin, 2003; Hanson & Kim, 2007).
Participants reported school and community protective factors
greater than the norm: school connectedness (mean=21.9,
SD =3.7; norm mean = 18.0, SD =4.2); teacher connectedness
(mean =20.6, SD=3.2; norm mean =184, SD =4.3); school
interest (mean = 8.7, SD = 2.5; norm mean = 7.0, SD = 2.5); and
community support (mean=3.6, SD=0.5; norm mean=3.2,
SD =0.9). Participants reported the home protective factors
greater than the norm, including home support (mean=3.8,
SD =0.2; norm mean = 3.5, SD =0.7) and meaningful participa-
tion at home (mean=3.3, SD=0.5; norm mean=2.8,
SD =0.9). Participants reported peer protective factors less than
the norm, including caring relationships (mean =2.8, SD =0.9;
norm mean = 3.1, SD=0.9) and prosocial friends (mean=2.4,
SD = 0.6; norm mean = 3.0, SD =0.9) (California Department of
Education, 2014; Hanson & Austin, 2003; Hanson & Kim, 2007).

Emotional and mental wellbeing

Participants scored above the norm and highly on life satisfaction
(mean=5.0, SD=0.7; norm mean=4.2, SD=1.1) (Huebner,
1991). On average, participants reported low levels of distress
(mean = 11.6, SD = 3.2) (Kessler et al., 2002) and within the nor-
mal range of emotional problems (mean = 1.3, SD = 1.4), conduct
problems (mean=1.6, SD=12), hyperactivity (mean=4.1,
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Table 1. Major themes and related subthemes

D. J. Mander and L. Lester

Question Initial codes Subtheme Major theme

(1) How do you feel about going to a Looking forward to it; not scared; done sleepovers before; loss of Confidence sadness Enthusiasm
boarding school? friendships

(2) What do you look forward to most Learning new things; bigger school; wider subject selection; New experiences and Opportunity
about going to a boarding school? new friendships; living in Perth choices; friendships

(3) Do you think that you are well Older brother or sister were/are boarders; primary school teacher; Older siblings; Anchor
prepared for life at a boarding campus navigation; school tours and visits; Connect Programme orientation points
school?

(4) What concerns do you have about New subjects; gaps in subject-specific knowledge; more study and Study technology Expectations

going to a boarding school?

homework; computers and laptops

SD =2.0), peer problems (mean=1.9, SD=1.1), prosocial
(mean=79, SD=19) and total difficulties (mean=38.8,
SD =3.4) (Goodman, 1997).

Qualitative data

Four major themes and eight subthemes emerged from the quali-
tative data collected; see Table 1. In the following section, a descrip-
tion of each major theme and subtheme is provided along with
evidence for each through the provision of exemplars selected from
the focus group transcript to reflect the voice and experiences of
participants (examples presented in italics).

Enthusiasm - confidence and sadness

Enthusiasm

Congruent with the quantitative data, when asked how they felt
pre-transition about going to boarding school, participants
described an overarching feeling of enthusiasm. As one student
explained, “[I'm] feeling more enthusiastic because I've already
met quite a few kids through this the Connect Programme, which
has really helped me to get to know a lot of other kids better.”
When prompted further, participants mentioned looking forward
to two key aspects of going to S1. First, the chance to meet new
people and make new friends; and second, accessing a greater range
of co-curricular options in comparison to that offered at their pri-
mary school. As another participant succinctly put it, “I'm looking
forward to meeting lots of new people and trying out new sports and
just trying new things.”

Confidence

It emerged from the focus group that participants were not daunted
by the prospect of schooling away from home and family. Rather, as
one participant asserted, “I'm feeling pretty confident about going to
boarding school and not that scared, reallp.” When asked further
about this shared sense of confidence, another participant explained,
“I know what it feels like sleeping away from home because I've done
sleepovers a lot.” Students conceiving life at boarding school as a big
sleepover with friends has been reported before by post-transition
research (Downs, 2001). Here, however, it is worth differentiating
that this pre-transition appraisal of life at boarding school is based
on the only analogous experience available to participants (sleeping
over at a friend’s house) rather than through the lived experience of
sleeping in a boarding house prior to commencement.

Sadness
In contrast with the quantitative data, the focus group discussion
did not converge on missing family, being away from home, or

even the prospect of experiencing homesickness. Yet, it emerged
that an aspect of participants’ enthusiasm about going to boarding
school was that they experienced a co-occurring sense of sadness
about the impact that schooling away would have on existing pri-
mary school friendships. Several were particularly concerned that
boarding school would disrupt the continuity, shared history and
close-knit relationships they had forged with primary school
friends. As one participant explained, “I will feel sad because I won’t
get to see my friends that I've made here at [name of primary
school].” Consistent with the findings of others (Mackenzie
etal., 2012), the looming rupture to established and trusted friend-
ships caused several participants to further reflect on the challenge
of achieving social acceptance with a new peer group and their own
ability to fit in with others once at S1.

Opportunity - new experiences and choice, friendships

Opportunity

Participants foremost described the impending transition to S1 as
an opportunity. Consistent with the quantitative data, participants
reported looking forward to the challenge of new experiences such
as camps, excursions and living away from home; meeting new
people and forging more friendships; and gaining access to a wider
breadth of subject choices and co-curricular options such as music
and sports. The unanimity of this finding reflected the perception
that going to S1 was the best possible secondary education pathway
given their geographical circumstance (e.g., living outside of
Perth). Indeed, it was evident that participants had started to envis-
age themselves taking up new opportunities and benefiting from
various experiences offered at S1. As one participant said, “In a lit-
tle country town like here [his home town], you don’t really have as
many opportunities as you do in Perth where you get help with your
education. It’s a lot better than down here [home town]. You get a lot
better sport and that.”

New experiences and choice

Congruent with other research (Mackenzie et al., 2012), partici-
pants looked forward to trying new learning experiences and being
taught new things at S1. Participants also alluded to perceived
longer-term benefits of gaining access to a wider range of subject
choices and, in turn, looked forward to pursuing personal learning
goals and priorities. One participant explained, “I'll have a lot more
opportunities and education because at my school, I don’t really get
as much opportunities with maths and that. It’s not the best maths
school in the district. So, it’'ll be a lot better with education and I will
get through life.” It is perhaps not surprising that for several par-
ticipants an inherent curiosity beyond just educational benefits of
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boarding school was also evident. One participant outlined how
going to S1 would allow him to explore an urban lifestyle as well
as try new and unfamiliar cuisine, he shared, “I'm looking forward
to the dinners and that. I don’t know why. I'll try out new foods
and that.”

Friendships

Consistent with the quantitative data and findings of other studies
(Maguire & Yu, 2015; Rossiter et al., 2018), the opportunity to
extend and explore new friendship networks heavily influenced
participant’s positive perception of the impending transition.
For example, one participant shared, “I'll like have friends and
I'll have others friends and we will make one big group of friends
and you’ll be able to stick with the rest of the boarding students.”
Similarly, another commented, “I know a few other boys who
are going to S1, for like hockey and football and other stuff. So,
it’s going to be good living with a few of my friends. And I'm sure
I'll meet a heap more.” In contrast to other transition research
(Topping, 2011; Waters et al., 2014a, 2014b), while forging new
friendships was on the mind of participants, no concern was raised
by participants about potential problematic aspects such as feeling
socially isolated, bullying or schooling with older and larger stu-
dents at S1.

Anchor points - older siblings and orientation

Anchor points

Primary school students often only have minimal access to accu-
rate information about life at boarding school (Hadwen, 2015).
Hence, it is perhaps not surprising then that in preparation for
the impending transition to S1 it was evident that participants
made significant effort to identify reliable sources of information
and knowledge about life at boarding school. Anchor points have
been described as any source of information and knowledge (e.g.,
family, friends, siblings) or program and service (e.g., teacher and
school personnel) available in a young person’s life that they feel
will help them in a new school context (Koizumi, 2000). Indeed,
a distinguishing characteristic of an anchor point is that they
are typically valued by a young person as an asset (Akos et al.,
2005). Participants in this study indicated that older siblings
and orientation day activities were key anchor points that helped
them to prepare for the adjustment to boarding school.

Older siblings

Having an older sibling that had been to boarding school or at S1
was perceived as increasing the likelihood of experiencing a
smoother transition. Indeed, simply observing the experiences of
an older sibling enabled participants to build a sense of prepared-
ness through forming familiarity with the campus layout, boarding
house staff and routines at S1 (e.g., sharing a dorm room and eating
in a dining hall). For example, one participant revealed, “I feel very
prepared because I've been to [boarding school] heaps to pick up and
drop off my brother” Consistent with others (Jindal-Snape &
Foggie, 2008; Mackenzie et al., 2012; van Rens et al., 2018), older
siblings were associated with helping participants to learn about
informal aspects of the impending transition experience and, in
turn, enabling them to avoid peer rejection. Fitting in with behav-
ioural codes, interpersonal and social expectations when living
with older boarding students was a particular concern for partic-
ipants, as one explained, “I'm a bit more prepared because I've
already had a brother go to [S1] and he has taught me how to
act and behave there to fit in.” Indeed, this participant further
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shared how his older brother had advised him, “Oh, well, you don’t
go up to the Year 12 students and be a little smart aleck.”

Orientation

Consistent with the quantitative data, taking part in formal orien-
tation day activities and the opportunity to form a friendship net-
work online through the Connect Programme prior to arriving was
seen by participants as helping them to prepare for life as a board-
ing student at S1. Congruent with other research (Akos et al., 2005;
Uvass & McKevitt, 2013; van Rens et al., 2018), orientation day
activities offered participants substantive information about pro-
cedural aspects of their future school environment such as campus
layout and classrooms. One participant explained, “It showed me
where all the buildings were and how easy it is to get around from
one place to the other. I thought it was going to be a big maze but it
wasn’t really.” In contrast to the quantitative data findings, the
opportunity to connect online with peers and form a friendship
network through the Connect Programme prior to the impending
transition was highly valued by the focus group. Participants
emphasised this online space as an important source of pre-tran-
sition peer support; one participant explained, “We interact with
each other and help each other out, so it can help us when we get
to S1.”

Expectations - study and technology

While participants reported feeling motivated by the opportunity
to undertake new learning experiences and taught new things, con-
gruent with the quantitative data, it emerged that all held reserva-
tions about the academic expectations at S1 and their academic
preparedness to meet these. Participants were alert to the prospect
of encountering more challenging and difficult coursework, having
potential gaps in subject-specific knowledge, and having to adapt
to different teachers, teaching styles and grading methods. In tack-
ling these adjustments, participants took reassurance from their
involvement with the Connect Programme. However, two ubiqui-
tous but specific perceptions seemed to underpin a sense of appre-
hension about their academic preparedness. Consistent with the
quantitative data, they would have to dedicate significantly more
time completing homework and studying; and second, being con-
cerned about their experience with unfamiliar learning devices and
software programs and their ability to meet computing expecta-
tions once at SI1.

Study

Congruent with the quantitative data, a desire and willingness
existed across the focus group to meet the perceived academic
expectations of S1, and participants endorsed the exertion of per-
sonal effort to meet the challenge of an increased workload.
However, consistent with the quantitative data and other pre-tran-
sition research (Mackenzie et al., 2012), a source of deep concern
for participants was their self-appraised competence to cope with
and meet the anticipated homework standards and study require-
ments at S1. Participants anticipated that the impending transition
would necessitate more intensive individual responsibility for
homework completion and focus on studying. Yet, it was equally
evident that they felt gaps existed in their familiarity with practical
study skills and homework strategies and were unsure how to
bridge this gap in knowledge. One participant shared, “I'm sort
of worried about homework because I'm not one of those people
who likes to do homework, but I'm sure I'll get it done, I hope.”
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Technology

A notable concern voiced by the focus group was the need to adjust
and cope with the integration of new Apple learning devices (e.g.,
Macbook Air and iPad) and different software programs (e.g.,
Pages, Numbers, Keynote) once at S1. While not diminishing their
enthusiasm towards the prospect of accessing and trying new sub-
jects, this self-appraised gap in day-to-day familiarity and fluency
with new software and technologies was seen as adding a layer of
difficulty to the academic component of the impending transition.
As one participant said, “I'm not very good on a computer and you’ll
have to do a lot of things on there [the computer].” Indeed, for some,
the prospect of getting good grades and experiencing academic
success at S1 was perceived as a function of their ability to rapidly
overcome this paucity in knowledge.

Discussion

This study investigated the self-reported perceptions, readiness
and psychological wellbeing of young people prior to transitioning
to a secondary boarding school. While the number of participants
recruited makes it challenging to make recommendations, this
research offers a number of valuable insights into the pre-transi-
tion perceptions of young people going to boarding school. The
findings here indicated that while participants reported apprehen-
sions about expectations, study and technology, all viewed the
impending transition to S1 as a positive opportunity in their lives.
Ryan and Deci (2000) argue that early to mid-adolescence is syn-
onymous with a growing desire to explore new contexts, exercise
autonomy and self-determination, as well as building competence
beyond parental monitoring. Given this, the positive appraisal and
perception of the impending transition to boarding school by par-
ticipants in the current study should perhaps not come as a sur-
prise. Rather, it reflects young people striving for mastery
through seeking experiences that gradually become more challeng-
ing and which equally provide meaning and purpose in life (Ryan
& Deci, 2000), particularly since all participants in this study
revealed a personal aspiration to select from a greater breadth of
curricular and co-curricular interests beyond that available at their
local secondary school, as well as showed a higher motivation to
meet new people and extend their social connectedness with peers.

Congruent with other research (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008;
Mackenzie et al., 2012), formal school tours, orientation day activ-
ities and involvement in the Connect Programme were perceived
as helpful by participants. However, it was also evident that partic-
ipants were equally keen, if not more, to source further information
about the informal aspects and social conventions of life at board-
ing school. This finding arguably suggests that extending pre-
transition practices and programming to include multiple informal
social learning opportunities offers enormous potential in support-
ing new incoming students with the transition to boarding school.
Indeed, the creation of positive informal social learning experien-
ces led by valued peers (e.g., existing boarding students and
siblings) and leveraging the growing adolescent desire for related-
ness through social connectedness with others honours multiple
developmental needs (Dahl et al., 2018). Informal social learning
experiences led by valued peers not only promotes an early sense
of belonging (Osterman, 2000) and connectedness with schooling
(Lester, Waters, & Cross, 2013) but also, in turn, could help reduce
the risk of school absenteeism and dropout.

Waters and colleagues (2014a, 2014b) asserted that the continu-
ity of perceived peer support is pivotal to a successful transition
experience. It is well established that peers can positively and
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negatively influence the appraisal held by young people about
an impending transition, as well as their actions, attitudes and
behaviours once in a new school environment (Akos et al.,
2005; Coffey, 2013; Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2013). Participants here
emphasised how pre-transition online social networking facilitated
by the Connect Programme forums enabled them not only to con-
nect with and learn about others preparing to embark the same
educational journey, but also to pull together and form an alterna-
tive source of informal peer support. Adolescence is typified by an
intensification of motivational salience and reorientation of atten-
tion towards peer relationships, and especially in relation to
exploring positive social connection (Dahl et al., 2018). Findings
here suggest that while participants were apprehensive about
adjusting to new devices and software once at S1, congruent with
the assertions of other adolescent research (Dahl et al., 2018), they
were quick adopters of social networking platforms and digital
technologies as a way to connect with other students preparing
for the impending transition to boarding school.

It is important to acknowledge that when compared to norms,
participants in this study reported low levels of psychological dis-
tress. Research suggests that young people experiencing high levels
of psychological distress prior to transition are at an elevated risk of
having a difficult and stressful adjustment to secondary schooling
(Riglin et al., 2013, 2014). However, the current research found
symptoms associated with emotional problems, conduct problems,
hyperactivity, peer problems, prosocial behaviour and overall total
difficulties were all within the normal range. In contrast with prior
research (Lester & Mander, 2015), participants raised no concern
about exposure to potential bullying by same-aged or older peers.
Rather, it emerged that participants reported a positive sense of
overall life satisfaction that was higher than equivalent norms.
For internal, school and community, as well as home protective
factors associated with resilience, participants reported scores
either similar to or higher than the normal range. The only aspect
of resilience that was found to be less than the norm was for pro-
tective factors associated with peers (e.g., access to caring relation-
ships and prosocial friends). This finding corresponds with
research that asserted that even adolescents who report few con-
cerns in their life still perceive that the most daunting aspect of
the primary to secondary school transition is securing social accep-
tance with peers and establishing a new friendship circle
(Mackenzie et al., 2012; Maguire & Yu, 2015; van Rens et al.,
2018; Waters et al., 2014a, 2014b).

Research suggests that students who perceive they have low aca-
demic competence or no control over their academic achievement
at school are at a greater level of vulnerability to experiencing a
difficult transition and are more likely to report stress once at their
new school (Riglin et al., 2013, 2014; Rossiter et al., 2018). While
motivated to do well at S1 and looking forward to the challenge of
new learning experiences and being taught new things, both ques-
tionnaire data and focus group feedback indicated that partici-
pants’ academic self-perception was low. This finding suggests it
would be important for boarding schools to consider pre-transi-
tion practices and programming that facilitates a connection
between new incoming students and those key staff that will be
teaching them (Akos et al., 2005; Coffey, 2013; Downs, 2001,
2003; Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2013; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013;
Whyte & Boylan, 2008). Indeed, participants in this study reported
highly valued importance placed by the Connect Programme at S1
on investing time to understand their personal aspirations and
goals for their secondary schooling.
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Table 2. Examples of matching pre-transition programming to developmental needs during early to mid-adolescence

Developmental needs

Examples of pre-transition programming

Competency (e.g., the need to control one’s own
outcomes and to experience mastery)

Ensure staff recognise that for new incoming students boarding school may reflect an
opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills that promote growth and positive development
beyond local schooling options but equally parental monitoring.

Maximise mastery learning experiences through social learning opportunities. Specifically, integrate
just as many informal social learning experiences as there are formal ones into pre-transition
programming. For example, introduce peer role models, including where possible older siblings, as
informal anchor points. Encourage these peers to share candid accounts of life at boarding school.

Autonomy (e.g., the need to be casual agents on
one’s own life)

Ensure staff recognise that boarding school may equally reflect new incoming students desire to
exert control over their educational choices/pathway, as much as it does parental aspirations for
their child.

Embrace student-driven learning through encouraging new incoming students to actively engage in
independent, self-directed exploration of boarding school context and the impending transition.

Relatedness (e.g., the need to connect with and
form relationships with others)

Leverage online social networking to forge positive teacher-student relationships prior to the
impending transition experience. Engage in genuine heartfelt curiosity about new incoming
students’ education aspirations and learning goals for both their current and future selves. Utilise
this knowledge to better understand their academic expectations and self-perception as well as
possible needs as a learner.

Integrate activities into pre-transition programming that embrace adolescents’ increased motivation
and sensitivity towards social evaluation and fitting in with peers. For example, utilise online social
networking as a way to enable new incoming students to explore peer relationships and promote

positive social connection prior to transition.

Table 2 presents some further examples of potential opportu-
nities for boarding schools to match pre-transition practices
and/or programming with the developmental needs of compe-
tency, autonomy and relatedness during the early to mid-adoles-
cence period (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

In sum, participants looked at the impending transition to
boarding school positively and as a window for both educational
and personal growth, as well as an opportunity to meet different
people and make new friendships. This study suggests that mean-
ingful pre-transition involvement with new incoming students
seems a pertinent aspect of policy and practice for boarding schools
to consider. Strategic investment in both online and offline pre-
transition programming, arguably, extends to incoming students
not only a sense of belonging and connectedness, but crucially sets
the foundation for forging positive student-teacher relationships
while enabling staff in boarding schools to identify those students
who may require additional academic support with regard to self-
perception as a learner. This study highlights the significant value
and importance that new incoming students place on positive
informal social learning experiences. Indeed, findings here suggest
that there is a compelling argument for matching pre-transition
practices and programming to developmental changes during
the early to mid-adolescence period and co-occurring innate
psychological needs such as the growing desire for competence,
autonomy and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000), as it could contrib-
ute to the facilitation of smoother transition experiences to board-
ing school for new incoming students.

Strengths and limitations

Congruent with calls for further research in the literature
(Mackenzie, et al., 2012; Mander & Lester, 2017; Rossiter et al.,
2018; van Rens et al, 2018), this study used a mixed-method
approach to investigate perceptions, readiness and the psychologi-
cal wellbeing of young people prior to transitioning from primary
to a secondary boarding school. A mixed-method approach was
used as it increases the validity of the findings, and allows the
researchers to gain a deeper and broader understanding of

participants’ experiences compared to utilising a single approach
(Hurmerinta-Peltoméki & Nummela, 2006; O’Cathain, Murphy
& Nicholl, 2010). It also offers a greater confidence in results
obtained and conclusions made (Coyle & Williams, 2000; Morse
& Chung, 2003). This study utilised age- and group-based means
as well as consensus to draw conclusions about the average expe-
rience of participants prior to the transition to one boarding
school. Yet, adolescents are a heterogeneous group, with different
trajectories of brain development, pubertal and physiological
maturation patterns. Hence, to advance the field beyond a one-
size-fits-all approach, it seems crucial to explore individual
differences alongside the pursuit of more broad domains. Other
limitations to this study include the small number of students,
restriction to males, and the reliability of some of the resilience
and strengths and difficulties measures.
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