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Abstract
The transition to formal education is a critical transition in children’s lives that has importance for socio-emotional and behav-
ioral functioning. In the transition process, teachers are key players who work intensively with children and their families. 
This article focuses on teachers’ perceptions of children´s socio-emotional behavior during the transition from preschool 
to primary school. We collected qualitative teacher interviews from 112 teachers from five different countries—Australia, 
China, Finland, Japan and Spain. The research questions were: (1) How do teachers in the five countries perceive children’s 
abilities in expressing and regulating emotions. (2) How are children’s emotions linked to their family relationships? (3) What 
similarities and differences across countries exist in teachers’ perceptions of children’s emotions? Overall, the interviewed 
teachers considered children’s emotional skills of crucial importance in the first grade and emphasized the importance of 
teaching children emotional skills, emotion management and regulation. The teachers reported that children can be stressed, 
worried or anxious during the transition. The educators also reported that transitions in the family such as parental divorce, 
the birth of a sibling or the death of a family member can manifest in children at school as restlessness, excitement, sadness 
or instability. Similarities and differences in the emphasis placed on children’s emotions by teachers were found across the 
five countries. We interpret these results to reflect differences in teacher education, school culture, resources and teachers’ 
freedom of choice in the educational system in the different participating countries. These factors all impact on how teach-
ers think about children and emotions.

Keywords  Children · Transitions · Emotions · Teachers’ perceptions · Families

Introduction

Contemporary families in the industrialized world are fac-
ing a growing number of transitions and greater diversity 
and complexity in the life paths of family members. Besides 
unexpected and unforeseen transitions, such as divorce or the 

serious illness of a family member, families encounter sev-
eral expected transitions, such as when a child starts school 
(Jokinen and Kuronen 2011). The transition to primary 
school is a critical transition in children’s lives. This phase 
of life marks a significant change in children’s everyday 
actions and social relations and can be challenging for both 
children, parents and teachers. Thus, positive school entry 
is a significant step for children, whose socio-emotional 
and behavioral functioning is especially important in this 
phase of life (Pianta and Kraft-Sayre 2003; McIntyre et al. 
2006; see Dockett and Perry 2015). Hence, in this article we 
concentrate on teachers’ perceptions of children’s emotions 
during the transition to first grade in school.

There is growing recognition of the importance of these 
early experiences in general (Ahtola et al. 2015; Balham 
et al. 2016; Corsaro and Molinari 2000, 2008; McIntyre 
et al. 2006; Wildenger and McIntyre 2012) and this specific 
transition has been explored from different perspectives, 
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such as children’s readiness, adjustment, continuity and 
change (e.g. Balham et al. 2016; Iorio and Parnell 2015). 
However, it is acknowledged that the transition needs to be 
understood more fully (Corsaro and Molinari 2000, 2008; 
Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 2000). Emotions during the tran-
sition to middle school (Irvin and Richardson 2002), from 
vocational school to work (Nurmi et al. 2002), and from sec-
ondary to postsecondary education (e.g. Pekrun et al. 2018), 
have been examined. However, younger children’s emotions 
in the transition to school have received less scholarly inter-
est, in particular interest from a sociological perspective. 
Children enter primary school with different backgrounds, 
temperaments, experiences and knowledge sets, while teach-
ing methods, community formation and school cultures also 
vary between schools. Consequently, each child experiences 
the transition differently (Dockett and Perry 2007; Garðars-
dóttir and Ólafsdóttir 2017) and their emotions may vary 
accordingly.

Child care professionals, family counsellors, psycholo-
gists, social workers and other experts play important roles 
in today’s childhood, upbringing, and education (see Gid-
dens 1991; Hacking 2002). Teachers are key players in the 
transition to school, as they work intensively with children 
and their families to enhance this process. It is for this reason 
that we are interested in how teachers perceive children´s 
socio-emotional behavior during this specific transition. 
To gain as broad a picture as possible of children’s emo-
tions and the social worlds connected to them in the school 
context, we collected data from five different countries—
Finland, Australia, Spain, Japan and China. We view ques-
tions about transitions as international issues despite cross-
country country differences related to the age of starting 
school, school systems, and school curricula (see Fabian and 
Dunlop 2002).

Transitions and Emotions

In this article, “transition” refers to the process of change 
experienced by children when they move from one setting to 
another, such as from pre-school to primary school, or from 
one class to another during the school day. The transition of 
present interest includes the length of time that it takes to 
make the change. In the case of the school transition this can, 
for example, mean the time span between any pre-entry visit 
up to the point when the children have established them-
selves fully as members of the new educational setting. For 
a child, this is a period characterized by intense and socially 
regulated demands (Fabian and Dunlop 2002).

In the transition context, we understand emotions socio-
logically. Emotions are always shaped, named, evaluated 
and interpreted in a given social and cultural context. Emo-
tional experiences have an interactive, relational character. 

Emotions are also essentially bodily in nature, as they can 
be felt and expressed in the body (e.g. Smart 2011; Lupton 
1998; May 2013). In school settings, students experience 
diverse emotions (Pekrun et al. 2018). In the case of the 
transition to primary school, the emotions that children 
experience are affected by their social context, i.e., the 
everyday life settings and important people that surround 
them. The school environment and curriculum as well as 
the children’s families, educators, and peer relationships 
are examples of these settings and persons (see Margetts 
2002). The transition to school means a re-organization of 
their roles for both the children and their parents, experi-
ences that can be marked by strong emotions and even dis-
harmony (Fabian and Dunlop 2002). These emotions may 
include excited anticipation, curiosity, and pride, but also 
stress, insecurity and fear (e.g. Niesel and Griebel 2005).

The concepts emotion work and emotion management 
proposed by Arlie Hochschild (e.g. 2005) are applied here 
to highlight different emotional skills and how individu-
als shape and reshape their emotions to fit cultural guide-
lines. People have several strategies for managing their 
emotions. These can be drawn on consciously or uncon-
sciously, but emotion management often requires identify-
ing one’s emotions first if one is to work on them. In the 
case of children entering primary school, emotion manage-
ment requires identifying and working on the emotions 
evoked by their new social context.

Emotional competence is another concept used in the 
context of early education. Emotional competence consists 
of emotion knowledge, i.e., the ability to discern other 
people’s emotions from contextual and expressive cues, 
emotion regulation, i.e., the ability to modify one’s own 
emotional states, and emotion expression in social situa-
tions (Miller et al. 2006; Denham et al. 2003; see Pekrun 
et al. 2018). An array of studies has investigated children’s 
emotional competence in preschool and its interrelations 
with adjustment (e.g. Miller et al. 2006) and social com-
petence (e.g. Denham et al. 2003), and as a predictor of 
behavior in the later school years (e.g., Fine et al. 2003).

Whether we use the term emotion work, emotion man-
agement or emotional competence, we are referring to the 
processes through which children learn how to work on 
their emotions and the social relationships connected to 
them. Here, our interest is in children’s ways of express-
ing their emotions in the school context as perceived by 
teachers. Teacher education and its contents have signifi-
cant effects on the meanings teachers attribute to children’s 
behavior. Teachers’ perceptions of children’s emotions are 
also closely connected to how they define good or bad 
behaviour, or a competent student, and to the norms preva-
lent in the broader societal and cultural context (see Lanas 
and Huuki 2017; Koskela and Lanas 2016; Manninen et al. 
2011).
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Data and Analysis

In a multidisciplinary research project ‘Dalfa (Daily life in 
transitions, children in multiple family forms, 2015–2019)’, 
both quantitative and qualitative data on the transition from 
pre-school to primary school were collected from both chil-
dren and first-grade teachers. In this article, we focus on quali-
tative interview data collected from teachers in five countries. 
We interviewed a total of 112 teachers, using both individual 
and group interviews, in Australia (N = 16), China (N = 10), 
Finland (N = 33), Japan (N = 26) and Spain (N = 27). In each 
country, teachers were interviewed in their native tongue or in 
English, according to the participant’s wishes. Interviews were 
conducted in both urban and semi-rural areas. The teachers’ 
interviews focused on four themes: (1) the social worlds of 
the children at school and at home, (2) transitions in children’s 
lives at school and at home, (3) the emotions and everyday 
life of children at school, and (4) the transition from home 
care or pre-school/kindergarten to school. Both the group 
and individual interviews, although slightly different in their 
dynamics of interaction, yielded similar responses from the 
teachers. The interviews were recorded with a digital recorder 
and transcribed, and those conducted in a language other than 
English were translated into English. All the interviews were 
anonymized and pseudonymized.

In cases where research permits were needed to conduct 
the interviews, they were granted by the municipality and/or 
school. Teachers were asked for their written informed con-
sent. The purpose and the voluntary nature of the study, par-
ticipants’ right to withdraw at any point during the research 
process, and data protection and anonymization were care-
fully explained. We have followed the principles of remain-
ing alert and ethically sensitive and reflecting on the conse-
quences of all our actions throughout the research project 
(Notko et al. 2013). The research plan has been approved by 
the ethics committee of the University of Jyväskylä.

The research questions addressed in this article were: 
(1) How do teachers in the five countries perceive chil-
dren’s abilities in expressing and regulating emotions. (2) 
How are children’s emotions linked to their family rela-
tionships? (3) What similarities and differences across 
countries exist in teachers’ perceptions of children’s emo-
tions? The aim was to highlight the diversity and multi-
plicity of experiences and strengths in different countries.

Data were analyzed using thematic and content analy-
ses. First, the transcripts were carefully read and coded 
by three researchers into preliminary themes, and tables 
illustrating these themes in each country were constructed. 
Next, the themes were further elaborated by deducing 
them into two groups to gain a more thorough grasp 
of, first, teachers’ perceptions of children’s skills in the 
expression and regulation of emotions and, second, the 

role of the family in first-graders’ emotions. The data were 
then further coded into subthemes and analyzed to inves-
tigate similarities and differences between the five coun-
tries. A table illustrating these similarities and differences 
was then constructed. While not all the teachers in the 
same country shared the same perceptions we highlighted 
the dominant ideas of the teachers in each country. For 
example, although not every teacher interviewed in Fin-
land accentuated the importance of children’s emotional 
skills, this was nevertheless a dominant theme across the 
Finnish interview data.

Educational Systems of the Five Participating 
Countries

While an institution for pre-primary education exists in all 
five countries, they vary in their definitions of early child-
hood and primary education, as well as in their educational 
systems. In addition, some children may not attend early 
childhood education or pre-school at all, but rather enter 
school directly from home care. Here, we define “pre-
school” as the year preceding the start of formal education 
in primary school. The enrolment age for primary school 
also varies from 5 to 7 years across the countries. In Aus-
tralia, Finland, Japan and Spain, the enrolment rates for pre-
school education were more than 90% in each country in 
2014 (OECD 2017). In China, statistics are available for the 
enrolment rates for pre-school children aged 3–6 years. The 
rate has grown rapidly during recent years and was 86% in 
2017, compared to 50% in 2009 (UNESCO 2019). On the 
other hand, enrolment rates at age three vary from around 
70% in Australia and Finland, to around 80% in Japan, and 
to more than 90% in Spain (OECD 2017). In each country, 
the interviewees showed awareness of the importance of the 
transition to compulsory education for young children (e.g. 
Hännikäinen 2003; Xu 2011). Although for reasons of space 
we cannot describe in detail the educational systems, teacher 
training programs and school cultures in each country, we 
offer the following outline of their respective school systems.

In Australia, the preschool program is available for all 
children in the year before full-time school (Department of 
Education and Training 2018). Compulsory school starts at 
the age of 5 or 6 years depending on the state and terri-
tory. States and territories are responsible for school educa-
tion (Australian Government 2019). The education system 
is broadly structured as follows: Primary school lasts for 
seven or 8 years, starting at Foundation (also called kinder-
garten/preparatory/pre-school). Secondary school lasts for 
4 years, and senior secondary school 2 years (Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2019).

In China, the public school system provides formal edu-
cation for 12 years, 9 of which are compulsory. Three types 
of early education programs exist prior to entry to primary 
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school at age 6. Although pre-school education is not com-
pulsory, children are offered a minimum pre-primary pro-
gram lasting 1 year (OECD 2016; Xu 2011). Education has 
traditionally been valued and emphasized in China. Confu-
cianism has occupied a significant role in the Chinese edu-
cational system (Xu 2011). The country has made a series of 
efforts aimed at promoting the development of early child-
hood education by introducing China’s National Plan for 
Medium- and Long-term Education Reform and Develop-
ment (2010–2020) (China State Council 2010).

In Finland, children start their 9 years of compulsory 
comprehensive education at age 7. Since 2015, preschool 
education during the preceding year has also been compul-
sory and free of charge for every 6-year-old child (Basic 
Education Act 1998, 26 a §). Preschool education is based on 
play-like, developmentally appropriate activities. During the 
first years of primary education, readiness for later learning 
is developed through the acquisition of literacy, mathemati-
cal and social skills, among others (Hännikäinen 2003).

In Japan, compulsory comprehensive education starts at 
age 6 and lasts 9 years. Elementary schools aim at giving 
children between the ages of 6 and 12 a general primary edu-
cation suited to their stages of mental and physical develop-
ment. The first year is key for the development of both chil-
dren’s academic and social skills. Three types of pre-school 
institutions are offered: kindergarten, nursery school, and a 
center for early childhood education and care. Each of these 
comprehensively provides preschool children with a unified 
education and childcare, and their parents with childcare 
assistance (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology 2016).

In Spain, compulsory comprehensive education starts at 
age 6 and lasts 10 years. Although non-compulsory, chil-
dren aged between 3 and 5 years have had the right to a free 
preschool education since 1990 (Education Act 1990). In 
2015, 95% of 3-year-old children were enrolled in preschools 
(Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports 2018). Regional 
governments define the main educational goals for the pre-
school period. The teaching methodology is usually based on 
creative and interactive play, although during the final stage 
children engage in more teacher-directed activities focused 
on the development of reading and writing skills (Alcrudo 
et al. 2015).

Results

Children’s Skills in the Expression and Regulation 
of Emotions in the First Grade

Because children experience multiple emotions during the 
transition to formal education, the teachers emphasized the 
importance of emotional skills in the first grade. Teachers in 

all five countries understood emotional skills as comprising 
the ability to understand other children’s emotions, show 
empathy and solve problems with friends. The teachers 
recognized that children differ in their levels of academic 
and socio-emotional skills at school entry. Hence the impor-
tance of children experiencing positive emotions, such as 
happiness and excitement, at the start of their first school 
year was a recurrent theme in the teacher data. In general, 
children were reported to express emotions openly towards 
other children and teachers and to show empathy towards 
others, even if they were not yet able to communicate their 
emotions verbally. At the beginning of elementary school, 
first-graders were considered to need closeness, hugs, and a 
caring environment, and the teachers saw themselves as key 
players in creating an atmosphere of this kind. The teachers 
also acknowledged that children may have negative emotions 
or exhibit problematic behavior during this phase.

FT101: I feel that there is more and more of a need 
to handle emotions with children and think about 
different reactions, and our class received emotion 
and safety skills materials during this spring, and 
we have reviewed this on a weekly basis. There is a 
need for it. And we have practiced social situations 
via pantomime. Like if we had an argument now, how 
would you react and what would you do? And if you 
got angry, in what ways would you control anger? At 
least I feel I need to give it [the topic] space. [..] It’s 
an increasingly visible part of work in educating and 
teaching.

The teachers underlined the importance of teaching 
children emotional skills and emotion management. At 
the start of school, socio-emotional skills were perceived 
as being more important than academic skills, since the 
possession of adequate social and emotional skills is a pre-
requisite for learning. The teachers trusted that the children 
would learn the academic skills required by the curriculum 
later, during the first grade. Some teachers, most notably in 
Australia, Finland and Spain, reported putting a lot of effort 
into teaching first-grade children to identify, express, and 
manage emotions.

AT10: It’s group work as well as individual work, 
how to make that group. […] And, you know, have 
circle times2 if it’s not working, and working it 
out. And I think the other thing then is that we’re 

1  The first letter in the code refers to the country of the interview, 
and number to the running number of the teacher interviewed in each 
country. E.g. FT10 signifies Finnish teacher number 10.
2  Circle time means time in the class during which children and 
teachers sit on the floor in a circle and communicate their experi-
ences, emotions, problems and other issues.
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problem-solvers, we’re all problem-solvers. We sit 
down and we talk about what’s going on and how we 
could make it better. Are we all happy with it or not 
and how we can make it move forward. That’s really 
authentic learning, that’s where their life skills are 
being learnt, social and emotional.

ST14: When we work on emotions, in a more direct 
way, they learn to be aware and work with differ-
ent techniques, related to relaxation, breathing exer-
cises, as mentioned before: “Well, I’m angry, it’s ok, 
I express it, I release it. […] It’s true that we consider 
that it’s fundamental for them to know and identify 
what they are feeling.

The teachers had a multitude of techniques for enhanc-
ing children’s emotional skills. Several teachers reported 
that they had participated in training on the theme. In addi-
tion, the teachers in Finland, Australia and Spain felt that it 
was their responsibility to teach socio-emotional skills and 
emotion management whenever situations occurred that 
demanded that they react. The teachers in all five countries 
felt that children also need to learn to recognize their nega-
tive emotions, among other things as a way of preventing 
violence towards other children, a theme that was brought 
up by the Japanese and Chinese teachers in particular.

JT 16: It’s difficult for first graders to think of a way 
of expressing themselves to others so that they can be 
understood. That is a challenge for them. As a result, 
first graders have a tendency to take physical action 
instead. When they are happy, it is okay to express 
it with actions. We can share positive feelings with 
them easily. However, when they are going through 
negative feelings and expressing those by actions, they 
can cause bigger problems to others. Thus, I believe it 
is essential to teach first graders how to explain them-
selves with words little by little. They need to under-
stand that they cannot use hitting or other violence to 
express their emotions on any occasion and the impor-
tance of explaining themselves to others.

In the Asian Confucian culture, the values of harmony, 
good behavior and maintaining order while keeping face, 
have traditionally been regarded as important. Hence, 
violence and the expression of negative emotions such as 
anger or sadness may be perceived to disturb this balance 
(Trommsdorff and Kornadt 2003), perhaps to a greater 
extent than in Western countries. Negative emotions among 
children were more rarely considered problematic by the 
teachers in Finland, Spain and Australia. In China, enhanc-
ing children’s emotional skills was talked about in only 
one interview. Otherwise, the Chinese teachers stressed 
the changeable and uncontrollable nature of first graders’ 
emotions.

The teachers recognized both that children have indi-
vidual differences in their levels of emotional skills and 
that these are influenced by their family upbringing. If 
children are taught emotional skills at home, they benefit 
from these skills at school as well. The educators in Fin-
land, Australia, Spain and Japan also reported that children 
develop these skills during the first grade.

FT18: This is an environment where different per-
sonalities and cultures meet, how emotions have been 
handled, and it is probably terribly important how 
emotions are [handled] at home and what kind of 
home environment there is.

In the educators’ views, some children can be stressed, 
worried or anxious during the beginning of their first 
school year. This presents children in the transition phase 
with a challenge on the emotional level. The teachers saw 
stress as deriving from the pressures of academic perfor-
mance, which affects anxious parents as well as children 
and teachers. Teachers in Japan, Spain and China raised 
this issue.

ST13: At the beginning of the school year, it’s a bit 
hard for the kids. We follow the routines, but it’s hard 
for them. Then, we get a bit overwhelmed. […] It’s 
a bit stressful, for all of us. Parents also get rather 
anxious, because they phone us. Parents also expect 
a lot from us, they want us to, they want their kids to 
achieve these objectives, and we talk with them, but 
there’s a bit of stress at the beginning.

For example, having books and worksheets instead of 
play, long school days and the pressure of learning to read 
were some of the factors reported by teachers that could 
cause children to feel tired and stressed. The routines and 
everyday temporal, material, and social arrangements of 
the school day thus had an impact on children’s emotional 
experiences at the beginning of elementary school.

The Role of the Family in First‑Graders’ Transitions 
and Emotions

One of our research interests is in the possible links 
between children’s emotions during the transition to school 
and other transitions that simultaneously take place in the 
family. Some teachers reported that changes in the family, 
such as parental divorce or a birth of a sibling, may mani-
fest in first-graders at school as restlessness, anger, sad-
ness, instability or the inability to perform (see also Amato 
2000, 2010; Heath and Cole 2012; Legg et al. 1974). The 
teachers also reported that positive family transitions may 
cause children to feel happy and excited.
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ST9: These changes are noticeable sometimes, because 
children might be more irritable. It’s noticeable 
because you have to admonish them more often.
ST11: They are sad, maybe. [..] They need more atten-
tion, and are shouting all the time, and you have to say 
their names all the time. They may be a little bit sad.

However, the teachers had noted individual differences 
between children, some either not showing their emotions 
or simply coping well in these less positive situations. The 
teachers were also of the opinion that to better understand a 
child who is going through a difficult phase, teachers should 
know something about troubling family situations. They 
reported often asking the parents about what was going on 
in cases in which a child was behaving exceptionally and 
neither the child, nor parents, had informed them why this 
might be the case. In general, the teachers reported feeling 
empathy, but were sometimes also obliged to guess at the 
possible reasons behind the emotions expressed a child.

A special feature in the Japanese teachers’ data was the 
mention of teacher visits to families’ homes during the first 
grade. This could mean that Japanese teachers are better 
aware of the child’s family situation. These teachers reported 
that, unlike in many European countries, there is no such 
thing as family privacy. They perceived that in Japan, fam-
ily matters are not considered as something very private 
and personal, but rather,  professionals were entitled to 
know about them and to cross the family boundaries in this 
respect. In general, the teachers in all five countries appeared 
to have benevolent intentions, as they expressed concern that 
children in such cases may need emotional support and spe-
cial attention. Of the five countries, talk about changes in 
the family and their links with children’s emotions was the 
most prevalent in the teacher samples from Finland, Spain 
and Japan.

In Australia, in turn, it was mentioned in only one inter-
view that a difficult family situation can manifest in children 
as depression and quietness. However, these attributes were 
attributed to the family background in general rather than to 
specific changes in the family. These teachers held the view 
that family background manifests in first-graders as either 
stability or instability. On the issue of family changes, the 
Australian teachers responses focused on the school as a 
community into which parents should be integrated, thereby 
enabling the school’s parent network to offer support to indi-
vidual families.

AT2: Yes, definitely, there is a community in this 
school and you see that when we celebrate our festivals 
or when we have our community market days or just 
even after school the parents want to stay back and let 
their children keep playing while they chat with each 
other. You know, there’s a real solid network support 
system if a family’s having a new baby, for example. 

Then the parents in that class will get together and 
they’ll cook, they’ll have a roster to cook for the fam-
ily. And support them that way. Or they will take each 
other’s children to the school in their cars.

In China, the teachers reported having greater sympa-
thy for children if they voluntarily talked about the changes 
occurring in the family. Otherwise, the Chinese teachers did 
not produce talk about family transitions in the interview. 
The teachers in Finland, China, Spain and Japan also stated 
that parents give into their children too easily and that this 
manifests itself at school during the first grade. These views 
were not expressed by the Australian teachers.

CT8: Now that most families have only one or two 
children, parents pay more attention to their children, 
they care them much more, this makes the children 
nowadays a bit spoiled, so that if a child falls and gets 
even slightly hurt, their parents will care a lot. They are 
not as tough as we were when we were young.

Today’s first-graders’ lack of ability to tolerate disap-
pointments and frustration was a theme that was fore-
grounded in the interviews in Finland and Spain. According 
to the teachers, this also manifests itself in the classroom: 
some children want things right away and thus appear self-
centered to the teacher. These teachers explained that han-
dling disappointment is trickier for today’s children than for 
those in the past. In Australia, on the other hand, this topic 
was not raised at all. The Australian teachers concentrated 
more on the notion of the school as a community in which 
parents are encouraged to participate from school entry 
onwards. In the other four countries, community-related 
talk was scarce.

Similarities and Differences in Teachers’ Perceptions 
of Children’s Emotions in the Five Countries

Table 1 illustrates the similarities and differences in empha-
sis in the teachers’ perceptions of first-graders’ emotions in 
the five countries.

The teachers in the five countries exhibited many similar-
ities in their views on children and their emotions. However, 
in no two countries were the teachers’ views identical. Thus, 
no uniformity was observed across countries in how teachers 
think about children and their emotions in their respective 
educational settings.

If placed on a continuum, Australia, where the teachers 
emphasized the importance of learning emotional skills, 
friendliness and sociality, the connections between family 
and emotional skills, and the importance of community in 
the school transition, would be at one end. The Australian 
teachers rarely mentioned negative aspects of children’s 
socio-emotional behavior during the transition to formal 
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education. The two European countries, Finland and Spain, 
had the most in common in terms of the themes explored in 
this study. These shared themes include the importance of 
children’s emotional skills and the teacher’s role in teach-
ing these in the first grade, and of paying attention to the 
possible connections between transitions in the family and 
children’s expression of negative and positive emotions at 
school. Finland and Spain also shared recognition of the 
connections between emotional skills taught in the family 
and children’s emotion management in the first grade, and 
perceptions of children’s lack of tolerance of disappointment 
and expression of frustrations and the possible influence of 
their family upbringing on these. However, the Spanish 
teachers placed more emphasis on the stress and anxiety 
experienced by first-graders, a phenomenon that was hardly 
mentioned in the Finnish teachers’ interviews.

The Japanese teachers’ accounts shared most of the 
above-mentioned features with the Finnish and Spanish 
teachers. Common to both the Japanese and Spanish teach-
ers’ perspectives was a concern with children’s experiences 
of stress, worry or anxiety during the beginning of the first 
school year, experiences that were mainly due to academic 
pressures from parents and society and long school days. 
However, the Japanese teachers placed more emphasis than 
their Finnish and Spain counterparts on academic learning 
and the problematic nature of children’s negative behavior. 
China would be at the other end of the continuum, as the 
Chinese teachers’ accounts differed in many respects from 
those of the teachers in the other participating countries. 
However, they showed some similarities with those of the 
Japanese teachers. While the Chinese teachers emphasized 
the importance of children’s feelings of happiness in the first 
grade and their love for children, they did not discuss the 
teaching of emotional skills as an important component of 
the first-grade curriculum or the possible linkage between 
family upbringing and emotional skills. They expressed 
concern over parental demands and children’s problematic 

behavior and uncontrollable emotions, experiences of stress 
and anxiety, and the inability to cope with disappointment.

According to the teachers, the teaching of emotional 
skills was part of the curriculum at the time of the interviews 
(2016–2018) in Australia and Finland, but not in Spain, 
Japan or China. Yet interestingly, the Spanish teachers 
not only considered these skills to be of the utmost impor-
tance but also stressed their dedication to teaching them to 
first-graders.

Discussion

In this article, we explored teachers’ perceptions of first-
grade children’s skills in the expression and regulation of 
emotions, and the role of family upbringing in the acquisi-
tion of these skills, during the transition to formal education 
in five countries. In addition, we investigated cross-country 
similarities and differences in the teachers’ perceptions. In 
all five countries, the teachers perceived children’s emotional 
skills in the first grade as of especial importance. Most felt a 
responsibility to teach children these skills, which they saw 
as essential for successful adaptation to school and as the 
foundation for all learning. The teachers reported both posi-
tive and negative emotions and behavior by children liv-
ing through the transition phase. Teachers differed in how 
problematic they regarded these negative aspects and in how 
demanding or stressful the transition was for children on the 
socio-emotional level.

The teachers also saw the family and parents as influenc-
ing children’s emotional skills during the transition to school 
in two distinct situations. In the first, the child’s transition 
to school coexisted with a transition in the family. Teach-
ers reported that children who had recently experienced 
the transition to the world of school simultaneously with 
negative or positive changes in the family, often exhibited 
emotional reactions such as restlessness, sadness, excitement 

Table 1   Themes emphasized in the teachers’ perceptions of children and emotions in the first grade in each of the five countries

Emphases in teachers’ perceptions of first-graders emotional skills Australia Finland Spain Japan China

Children’s emotional skills
 Fundamental importance of children’s ability to express and regulate their emotions; teach-

ing of emotional skills
X X X X

 Children’s problematic behavior: violence, beating, hitting others X X
 Children’s experiences of stress, worry or anxiety X X X

Emotions and transitions in the family
 Connections of transitions in the family with emotions and reactions at school X X X
 Connections of emotional skills taught in the family with emotion management at school X X X
 School as a community supporting families during transitions X
 Children’s lack of tolerance of disappointment and frustration, self-centeredness and the 

influence of their family upbringing
X X X X
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or inability to perform at school. The teachers felt that they 
should know about such family situations in order to help 
the child. In fact, challenging situations in children’s lives 
and appropriate responses to them by teachers in schools is 
currently a global issue. For example, Ellis (2018) identi-
fied four overarching themes on raising awareness of the 
unconscious processes present when teachers are working 
with children and families in the context of domestic vio-
lence: emotional factors related to the teacher’s role, working 
within the school system, the teacher’s relationship with the 
child and family, and uncertainty about what teachers need 
to know.

The significance of teachers in children’s challenging life 
situations has also been noted by children: a positive rela-
tionship with a teacher can be an important source of sup-
port. Because teachers meet children on a daily basis, they 
may be more aware of and better able to understand children 
and their life worlds and more likely to recognize if a child 
is struggling with adverse experiences (e.g. Selvik et al. 
2017; Magalhães et al. 2016; Alisic 2012). The teachers in 
our study reported that challenging situations in the family 
affect children’s behavior and expression of emotions. Since 
children differ in their capacity to handle their emotions and 
in the amount of support they receive from their families, 
teacher support can be important for children.

The second situation brought up by some teachers con-
cerned the impact on children of their family upbringing. 
These teachers reported that present-day first-graders lack 
skills in regulating disappointment and frustration and dis-
play marked self-centeredness. This they linked to a parental 
tendency to give into their children’s demands too easily. 
However, this view was not expressed by all the teachers or 
in all five countries. Parenting-related anxiety is a current 
topic of public debate in the developed world (e.g. Sihvonen 
2018). It may be that teacher perceptions that children are 
being spoiled reflect this debate. It is possible that situa-
tions in which teachers have to work with severely limited 
resources and time may amplify the importance of children’s 
good behavior and socio-emotional skills for one’s success 
as a teacher, as compared to situations in which teachers 
have the resources needed to focus on individual children 
and their behavior.

The diversity of teachers’ views across countries was of 
particular interest. We explored the similarities and differ-
ences by identifying different patterns. Australia appeared 
to be a country in which a strong emphasis is placed on 
community and socio-emotional aspects of behavior. The 
teachers in Finland and Spain placed similar emphases on 
the socio-emotional aspects of behavior, the importance 
of knowing about family transitions, and the incidence of 
negative socio-emotional behavior by some children. The 
teachers in Japan, while sharing some characteristics with 
those in Finland and Spain, also placed more emphasis 

on academic learning and problematic behavior. China 
appeared to display yet another pattern, one which has 
less in common with the patterns of the other four coun-
tries: instead of attesting to the importance of teaching 
socio-emotional skills, the Chinese teachers placed more 
emphasis on children’s problematic behavior and other 
socio-emotional challenges.

We interpret these findings as reflecting cross-country 
differences in teacher education programs, school cultures, 
authority relationships, resources and teachers’ freedom of 
choice. These factors all have an impact on how teachers 
do their work. If teachers perceive that the primary goal of 
school is to teach children academic skills, this may mean 
neglecting children’s socio-emotional skills. In general, 
the teachers’ understanding of the importance of children’s 
socio-emotional skills at the start of school appears to link 
with the emphasis in modern societies on emotion man-
agement, emotion work and socio-emotional skills in per-
sonal life and social relationships (e.g. Hochschild 1979, 
2005). Emotional intelligence has become a valued qual-
ity in western societies (Ahmed 2014; Goleman 1995). 
The importance of emotions for children’s wellbeing, par-
ticularly in the transition process, was well highlighted 
in the teacher interviews. Socio-emotional skills are not 
only valuable as such, but they also facilitate academic 
learning (Durlak et al. 2011). For children, early transi-
tions are important. Hence it is essential that educators, 
policy makers and parents have a thorough understand-
ing of children’s experiences in educational settings in 
order to provide well for them (Fabian and Dunlop 2002; 
Pekrun et al. 2018) on the emotional level. Future research 
would thus benefit from addressing these questions more 
fully. In addition, research would profit from interrelat-
ing the themes of child emotions, social relationships, and 
teacher-parent collaboration, each of which is an impor-
tant component, to provide a comprehensive picture of the 
child wellbeing during the school transition.

In previous research, it has been suggested that tran-
sition programs can be developed that include strategies 
to help children adjust to school (Margetts 2002). Based 
on our study, children’s emotions, emotional skills and 
emotional wellbeing should be an integral component 
of such programs. For example, once the stresses of the 
new challenges for children have been identified, transi-
tion programs can be planned to minimize the adjustments 
required. Support in learning emotional skills and how 
to behave without hurting others, along with support in 
developing self-confidence, are examples of strategies that 
can be employed with children living through the transi-
tion to formal education (Margetts 2002).
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