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This study focuses on the perspective of fourth grade students concerning the specific experiences of starting 

lower secondary school. We chose an inductive approach, the study relying on a qualitative analysis of the 

written answers of 94 fourth grade students from a school in Cluj county. Participants answered a questionnaire 

with 5 open-ended questions about their expectations and needs regarding the future school transition, as well 

as the sources of information they generally refer to. The aim of the investigation was to identify the actual 

educational needs of the students during the transition from one educational cycle to another, directly starting 

from their perspective, opinions and expectations. After classifying the responses according to the positive or 

negative nature of the expectations, as well as the aspects referred to by the pupils, we observed that the same 

features of the transition to lower secondary school were considered by some as positive and desirable, and by 

others as negative and undesirable, fears. For example, changing classmates is perceived by some as an 

opportunity to make new friends (positive emotions), while for others it causes negative emotions because of 

separation from old classmates or fear of being rejected by new classmates. Therefore, the challenge felt by 

students is not the change itself, but is the meaning the student attaches to the changes they perceive during 

their transition to lower secondary school, thus the influence of older peers becomes more significant. 

 

1. Introduction  

In the century of speed, change, transition and 

transformation have become something of an 

everyday occurrence. This increased exposure to 

change and the dynamics of activity provide 

opportunities for developing individual adaptability 

and resilience for adults, young people and children 

alike. However, we wonder whether the mere 

experience of change is enough to learn to adapt and 

to become resilient, or whether some internal and 

external resources are needed to help us cope 

successfully with the challenges brought by novelty. 

Why is it that some people find it easier to adapt to 

change, others actually thrive and grow during periods 

of high difficulty, and others fail to adapt and give up? 

Some studies over time have highlighted various 

factors that enhance individual adaptability, at the 

cognitive (cognitive flexibility, conscientiousness, 

optimism, etc.), affective (resilience, emotional 

regulation) and behavioural (proactivity, 

perseverance, openness to experience) levels (Lepine, 

Colquitt & Erez, 2000; van Dam, 2013). Individual 

adaptability is often associated with performance in a 

particular domain and is defined in relation to 

situational factors such as type of change or level of 

uncertainty (Lepine et al., 2000). Evidence suggests 

that even the attitude towards uncertainty, attitude 

towards the unknown plays a significant role in the 

formation of a person's adaptability (Shamionov, 

2017). Therefore, we have chosen as the research 

direction of this study, the epistemic analysis of the 

perspective of fourth-grade students on transition in 

lower secondary education. 

2. Theoretical foundation 

Currently, in Romania, compulsory general 

education consists of 14 grades and includes the 

middle and upper middle years of pre-school 

education (children aged 4 to 6), primary education, 

lower secondary education and upper secondary 

education. The primary level is the preparatory and I-

IV grades (6-10 years), and the lower secondary level 

comprises grades V-VIII (10-16 years) (Eurydice, 

2024). Thus, around the age of 10, pupils experience 

their first school transition which involves some 

significant changes, such as moving from one teacher 

to several teachers teaching different subjects, 

changing the school curriculum, sometimes the class 

group and sometimes the school itself.   

A number of empirical studies have shown through 

psychometric measurements that school transitions, 
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with all the difficulties they entail, lead to significant 

decreases in school engagement and sense of 

belonging to the school environment (Martins et al., 

2024; Wang & Amemiya, 2019). Therefore, during 

transition periods there is a higher likelihood of a 

decrease in students' motivation and engagement in 

school activities. In extreme cases, when school 

transitions are very difficult and multiple, they can 

even lead to early school dropouts by students. Pupils 

often misinterpret or associate their failures with being 

inadequate or unsuitable for the place, standards or, in 

this context, the school. Starting a new cycle of 

education brings with it the difficulties specific to a 

new beginning, and for a child, for example, beginning 

to get lower grades can make them think of themselves 

as not being suitable for that level or school (Wang & 

Amemiya, 2019). Therefore, several educational 

intervention programs target increasing students' 

levels of attachment to school, especially during 

school transitions. The period of school transitions is 

considered to be the most favorable period for 

implementing educational programs that target 

improving students' motivational beliefs (Wang & 

Amemiya, 2019). 

Even though several educational intervention 

programs exist, have been implemented and tested in 

the context of school transitions, not all of them 

address essential or transition-specific issues such as: 

coping mechanisms and problem-solving strategies, 

strategies for learning, managing emotions in the face 

of challenges, developing resilience, etc. (Bagnall, 

2020; Martins et al., 2024; O'Brien, 1991). After all, 

we have not identified yet a comprehensive theoretical 

approach that illustrates a typology of students' needs 

during school transitions. Therefore, one of the aims 

of this study is actually to identify inductively, from 

the 'grass roots', the educational needs of pupils during 

the first compulsory transition from primary to lower 

secondary education. In addition, what we already 

know is that there are often mismatches between the 

specific needs of students and the opportunities 

provided by the school environment (Wang & 

Amemiya, 2019), so an exploration of students' views 

is appropriate in this regard.  

What is the relevance of the perspectives of 

students at the end of primary school on the transition 

to secondary education? According to the "broadening 

and building" theory of positive emotions 

(Fredrickson, 2001) "certain discrete positive 

emotions-including joy, interest, contentment, pride, 

and love-although phenomenologically distinct, all 

share the ability to broaden people's momentary 

thought-action repertoires and build their enduring 

personal resources, ranging from physical and 

intellectual resources to social and psychological 

resources." (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 3). Therefore, an 

aprioristically optimistic view of the difficulties that 

may arise with the transition to lower secondary 

education can broaden students' horizons in order to 

identify resources and resolution strategies for 

problems encountered later. 

From the perspective of child development, the 

period of transition to lower secondary education 

coincides with the beginning of pre-adolescence, a 

stage in which various physical, emotional, psycho-

intellectual, relational, etc. changes occur. From the 

perspective of relational behavior, the student begins 

to gradually leave the family guardianship and begins 

the process of desatelization (Farca & Velea, 2012). 

Children start to seek more and more the opinion of 

peers, and the authority and infallibility of parents' and 

adults' opinions start to be questioned. Therefore, it is 

of interest to examine who are the agents that influence 

or contribute to shaping students' perceptions and 

perspectives on transition in secondary school. 

 Other studies that have examined students' 

perspectives on transition in lower secondary school 

have found that their main concerns revolve around a 

few main themes: class group and peer relationships, 

teacher-student relationships, and, not least, issues 

specific to the teaching-learning process (Badea et al., 

2013; Eskelä-Haapanen et al., 2021). 

3. Research methodology 

3.1. The Purpose of the study:  

This study aims to highlight the perspective of 

students at the end of the 4th grade regarding starting 

lower secondary school. Through this inductive 

research approach, we aim to identify the main 

expectations of students prior to the start of lower 

secondary education and the positive or negative 

nature of their expectations. We hope that this 

inductive approach will lead to an understanding of 

how pupils can be prepared and what topics should be 

specifically addressed with them to prepare them for 

the transition from primary to lower secondary 

education. Last but not least, we also aim to identify 

the people with whom pupils in grade 4 most often 

discuss or consult before the transition to lower 

secondary education. The timing of this transition is 

sometimes synchronized with the transition from the 

childhood stage to preadolescence, when the views of 

the peers begin to prevail over the views of the referent 

adults, for which reason we wonder about the 
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influence of older peers on the perceptions of fourth 

graders. 

3.2. Methodology:  

This study is an action research conducted in a 

rural school in the metropolitan area of Cluj-Napoca. 

We chose an inductive approach, the study being 

based on a qualitative analysis of the written answers 

of 94 fourth grade students in a school from Cluj 

county. The research method used was the survey and 

the corresponding instrument was the questionnaire 

(self-designed). The participants responded in written 

form to a questionnaire with 5 open-ended questions 

about their expectations and needs regarding the future 

school transition, as well as the sources of information 

they generally turn to. Responses were anonymous. 

The collection process was followed by thematic 

coding of students' responses. 

3.3. Research questions: 

1. What are the positive expectations of 4th grade 

students regarding the transition to lower secondary 

school? And which ones predominate in terms of 

frequency? 

2. What are the fears of 4th grade students about 

moving to lower secondary school? And which are 

most prevalent? 

3. With whom do fourth graders most frequently 

discuss about lower secondary school? 

4. What are the learning and developmental 

needs of pupils at the end of the fourth grade for a 

successful transition to lower secondary school? 

4. Results  

Students' open-ended responses to the first three 

questions of the questionnaire (Appendix 1) were 

analysed thematically. Thus we obtained frequency 

tables of the codes used (Table 1 and Table 2), which 

illustrate the main factors students consider when 

thinking about or preparing for starting lower 

secondary school.  

Table 1 shows the positive expectations of pupils 

prior to lower secondary education. Most frequently 

they referred to having new teachers for each subject. 

Some pupils are pleased with this change stating: "I 

think it will be much more fun with teachers." or "I'm 

most excited that we're going to have teachers to help 

us with what we don't know.". Interestingly, 

statements expressing students' fears about the 

harshness of the new teachers also appeared with 

about the same frequency (Table 2), such as "It scares 

me that teachers will be harsher", "... I will have tough 

teachers who will give me low grades because they 

will use grades as weapons", or "It will be bad, I am 

afraid teachers will yell at me". 

Table 2 shows that many students believe that the 

level of difficulty of lessons and school life will be 

higher in secondary school. We used the code 

"increased difficulty" to express fears such as "I think 

in 5th grade it will be 10 times harder", "I think it will 

be very hard, harder than in 4th grade, I will have a lot 

of emotions, more than before.", "5th grade will be 

hard tiring and long." or "It will be harder, I will have 

more homework and more to learn". However, we 

found in many situations an optimism about the future, 

which we coded as "overall enthusiasm" (Table 1): 

"Me in grade 5 I think it will be very nice, I have high 

expectations.", "It will be very good and interesting, of 

course it will be hard too, but I don't worry too much.", 

"It will be a change, but I will get used to it in time.", 

"I think in class I will feel excited." and so on. 

Table 6. 

The general frequency of positive expectations (desires) of 4th grade 

students 

Codes for positive expectations n % 

New teachers 47 19 

Overall enthusiasm 36 14.6 

Growth and maturation 24 9.72 

More learning 23 9.31 

New disciplines 22 8.91 

New friends/colleagues 21 8.5 

Scholarship 20 8.1 

More freedom and independence 17 6.88 

Opportunity for affirmation and 
excellence 

17 6.88 

Easy adaptation 11 4.45 

Same colleagues 6 2.43 

New (morning) programme 3 1.21 

Total 247 100 

Many students perceive the transition to lower 

secondary school as an opportunity for affirmation and 

excellence (e.g. "I aim to get good grades and have 

many achievements.") or as an opportunity to learn 

more (e.g. "I think I will enjoy 5th grade because I will 

be able to learn new things about this wonderful 

world."), having more diverse disciplines (e.g. "I'm 

really excited about how biology class and other new 

subjects will be.") or as a validation that they have 

grown up and are more mature (e.g. "I'm most excited 

when I think about starting 5th grade, that we'll be more 

accomplished.", "I think in 5th grade I'll feel taller.", 

"we'll grow up a lot."). All of these are reasons for 
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students to look forward to the transition to lower 

secondary school.  

Positive expectations about the new group of 

students were mentioned more often (e.g. "I'm more 

excited about meeting new people") than the desire to 

have the same classmates (e.g. "It will be really hard 

for me, but if my classmates don't change I'll feel really 

good"). 

Other positive student expectations relate to 

having more freedom and independence (e.g. "we'll be 

allowed to write with our pen, we'll be allowed to 

change our handwriting as we want, we'll be allowed 

to bring our own food as we want") or relate to the 

opportunity to receive scholarships (e.g. "I think 5th 

grade will be great because we'll have scholarships. 

I'm hoping we'll get a scholarship of 450 a month"). 

Some mentioned that they were excited to have the 

morning school program, since respondents had an 

afternoon program at the time of the survey. 

Table 7. 

The general frequency of negative expectations (fears) of 4th grade 

students 

Codes for negative expectations n % 

Teacher/head teacher severity 54 18.18 

Increased difficulty 52 17.51 

Homework 46 15.49 

Assessments 26 8.75 

Busy schedule 23 7.74 

Lack of primary school teacher 19 6.40 

New colleagues 17 5.72 

Difficult disciplines 13 4.38 

Unknown/novelty 13 4.38 

Concerns about learning process 13 4.38 

Fear of failure 11 3.70 

Bullying 7 2.36 

Growing up and taking 
responsibility 

3 1.01 

Total 297 100 

Regarding students' fears (Table 2), they mainly 

relate to anticipated perceived difficulty in relation to 

the learning activity (e.g. "I'm scared of the following: 

I'll have more lessons to learn and I might not get to 

learn."), doing homework (e.g. "I'm scared that we'll 

get a lot of homework."), preparing for assessments 

(e.g. "I'm scared that sometimes I'll get worse grades, 

that we'll give test after test and I'm scared, scared, if I 

can go that far."), the busy schedule (e.g. "I'm scared 

that I'll have a lot of classes in one day.") or some 

difficult disciplines (e.g. "I think it will be nice but I'm 

scared of new subjects and math class that I don't think 

I'll do very well in."). Closely related to this is the fear 

of failure (e.g. "That I might not do well."), the fear of 

being bullied by peers (e.g. "I'm afraid of being the 

class freak.") or not having their teacher nearby to help 

them overcome difficulties (e.g. "I think we won't have 

the teacher and no one will solve our problems."). 

Figure 1. 

With whom do fourth graders most frequently talk to 

about lower secondary education? 

 

Answers to the question "With whom do fourth 

graders most frequently talk to about lower secondary 

education?" accurately capture the changing spheres 

of influence typical of the pre-adolescent period, when 

children begin to listen to the opinions of their peers 

rather than those of the adult role models, parents and 

teachers, whom they used to value. Thus, 32% of the 

pupils surveyed say they have discussed lower 

secondary education with friends or colleagues and 

19% have discussed it with family, including parents, 

brothers and sisters (Figure 1). 

Closely related to their fears, students mentioned 

that their needs for an easy adjustment to lower 

secondary education are related to help with 

homework, extra help in learning, support in 

establishing functional teacher-student and student-

student interpersonal relationships and emotional 

support (Table 3). Some of the students mentioned the 

people from whom they expect to receive support. 

Tabel 3. 

What are the needs of 4th graders for a successful transition to lower 

secondary education? 

Inductive 
Categories 

Examples of Participant Responses  

Homework 
  

I think I'm gonna need homework help, 

especially in math. 

It would help if we got less homework in the 

beginning. 

I think in 5th grade I will need my mom to 

help me more with my homework 

I think I need support from teachers to help me 

if I don't understand a lesson or homework. 

32

31

19

9

6
3 21

friends

nobody

family

cousin

teacher

colleague

neighbour

myself
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I think I will need it when learning and doing 

homework because I can't concentrate very 

well. I'm still thinking about doing tutoring in 

my free time for the harder subjects, but I still 

want some free time to relax and go outside. 

I wish they wouldn't give us so much 

homework. 

Learning 
  

I could use some help learning to understand 

what a particular word means. 

I think I will need support at the beginning of 

5th grade in the subjects: bilingual, Romanian, 

mathematics. 

I would need help preparing for school. I also 

need colleagues when I do a complicated 

exercise. 

I would need support in 5th grade because 

there will be complicated things I have never 

heard of. 

I feel like I need support for some hard 

lessons. 

I think in some subjects I will need support the 

most because I will have a lot to learn. 

I need help because a lot of things I don't 

understand. 

Yes, I would need support to settle in and to 

learn. 

When I start 5th grade I will need support in 

every subject because we will have more to 

learn. 

Teacher-
student 

relationship 
  

Yes I would need the support of teachers, I 

mean to be better, forgiving, forgiving and 

gentle. If they behaved like that I would 

understand the lessons better. 

It helps me in 5th grade to have teachers who 

are understanding, loving and quiet. 

I would like us to be united as colleagues and 

the teachers to be serious but also 

understanding, I mean like the teacher but to 

leave us with the ball. 

At the beginning of 5th grade I will need 

support in adjusting to new teachers. 

At the beginning of 5th grade I need support to 

get used to the teachers. 

I need teachers to help me when I need help. 

Peer 
relationship 

  

In 5th grade I'll need friends. 

I would need support because the teacher and 

some of my classmates will be gone. I would 

need someone to talk to over dinner. 

I need support to get along with my 

classmates. 

To get along better, I mean the whole class. 

No more fights in the classroom because we're 

wasting a lot of class time. 

I am shy and will need help getting to know 

my new classmates. 

I'm very sensitive and I'm going to a new 

class. 

Emotional 
support 

  

A math or romanian teacher or a counselor to 

calm our emotions. 

By the family because I'm very nervous 

I want my parents to support me, because I'm 

very afraid. 

I think I will need some emotional support and 

support from my close ones (friend, mother, 

father). 

Yes, because I feel I can't cope and I am 

afraid. 

I also need emotional support in a sense of 

anxiety, stress, bullying. 

No needs 
  

I don't think it will be necessary, I want to do 

it myself, because it's a new chapter. 

I think I'll need a bit of support at first, but 

then I'll get used to it quickly. 

I won't learn and I won't need support. 

I don't need it. 

I don't need support. 

I have no idea. 

People 
needed 

  

I need help, because I know it's going to be a 

tough time. I need my mother's help because 

she got me out of all the problems I've had so 

far. I also need help from my friends, because 

if I stay close to them, they make me forget all 

my problems. I also need God's help, because 

he has helped everyone, even me. 

From family and colleagues 

The headmistress, the teacher, my mother, my 

father, my brother. 

The man who can give me advice in 5th grade 

is the counselor. 

Others 

I would like to study in a sunny classroom, I 

would like to be on the first floor. 

I'll need the scholarship for 100 items mostly 

in robox or food or toys, figurines, I need 

many things games and toys. 

Teachers don't shout loudly at us. 

I want to do school in the morning because I 

did 2 years in the afternoon and to have the 

same classmates. 

5. Discussions 

If we compare the positive and negative 

expectations of students, it is easy to see that the same 

aspects of the transition to lower secondary education 

are considered by some as positive and desirable, and 

by others as negative and undesirable, fears. For 

example, the change of classmates and class group is 

for some an opportunity to make new friends (positive 

emotions), while for others it causes negative 

emotions because of separation from old classmates or 

fear of being rejected by new classmates (Figure 2). 

Therefore, the challenge felt by students is not the 

change itself, but is due to the significance the student 

attaches to the changes they perceive with their 

transition to lower secondary education, and the 

influence of older peers becomes significant in this 

way. 

A limit of this study lies in the semantic confusion 

of the notion of "support", because when asked from 

what point of view they would need support, some 

students thought about how they could be helped by 

the support teacher, as in Romanian the same word is 
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used for both meanings. To alleviate this confusion, 

the questionnaire administrators explained what the 

question referred to. 

Figure 2. 

The relationship between positive and negative student expectations 

 

6. Conclusions 

The responses of students at the end of the fourth 

grade regarding their perceptions and expectations of 

beginning lower secondary education suggest that 

students are aware of some of the specifics of this 

transition, such as changes in teachers, peers, subjects, 

curriculum, etc. However, there are significant 

differences among students in how they interpret these 

changes, with some having positive emotions, others 

fearful, and most expressing a mixture of fear and 

excitement. Therefore, as a course of action for school 

managers, we propose an educational intervention 

programme at the beginning of lower secondary 

education, which attempts to respond to the needs 

mentioned above, as well as facilitating adaptation to 

the new learning context. Given that these pupils are 

at the beginning of pre-adolescence, a period in which 

the opinions and views of peers and friends of a similar 

age begin to prevail, we consider that in such a 

programme, fifth-grade pupils can be involved to 

become mentors for their younger peers and to induce 

by their own example the latter to form predominantly 

positive expectations and easy adaptation. The content 

of the activities of such a programme can start from 

the identified needs mentioned above, which are 

closely related to the content of school learning. Last 

but not least, as a future direction of investigation, we 

believe that a retrospective analysis of the perceptions 

and needs of students who have already made the 

transition from primary to lower secondary education 

would be equally useful. 
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Appendixes 

 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire 

1. What do you think it will be like in 5th grade? How 

will you feel and what do you expect? 

2. What are you most excited about when you think 

about starting the 5th grade? 

3. What scares you most about beginning the 5th 

grade? 

4. Have you ever talked to anyone about what it's like 

to be a fifth grader? If so, with whom? 

5. How do you think you would need support? 
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