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Introduction

Most Portuguese children undergo a school transition as they

move from 4th to 5th grade. This can be considered an “ecological
transition” (Rudolph, Lambert, Clark & Kurlakowski, 2001) due to the

multiple changes at different levels. The lack of predictability and

increased ambiguity associated with these changes place children

at particular risk for school related stress (Pereira & Mendonca,
2005).

Three areas of concern can be identified in the event of school
transition (Akos & Galassi, 2004): procedures (e.g. change to a
larger school building with complicated rules and schedules),
academic (e.g. higher pressure from parents and teachers for
school success and higher workload) and social (e.g. disruption of
the previous relations with colleagues).

Greater stress stemming from school transition can be
responsible for a decrease in academic and emotional
adjustment. Nevertheless, although some studies (e.g. Alspaugh,
1998; Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell & Feinman, 1994) support the
idea that school transition can be considered a critical life event
with adverse influences on children’s adjustment; others (e.g.
Lohaus, Elben, Ball & Klein-Hessling, 2004; Nottelmann, 1987)
support a more optimistic view of school transition, reporting no

differences or even improvements in the well-being of students.

Objectives

© To analyse longitudinally the academic and emotional
adjustment of Portuguese children during a transition from
4th to 5th grade.

@® To examine the school stress profile of Portuguese children

submitted to a school transition from 4th to 5th grade.

@® To analyse the role of school stress in academic and
emotional adjustment of Portuguese children after a school
transition from 4th to 5th grade.

Methed

@® Sample
Participants were 236 Portuguese children (115 girls and 121 boys).
The children were al C from different areas and
from different socio-economic status.
® Measures
Table 1 Study Measures
Constructs  Scales Items Respon.
School Stress
School Stress Survey (SSS)
(Wen:-Gros, Spersten, et al 1997,
Port. Vers. Pereia & Mendonga, 2005)
Academic Stress 15items
(5 point scale) Children
Teacher/Rules Stress 20 items
& pointscale)
Social Stress 14 items
& pointscale)
Adjustment
Children Behavior
CheckKlist(CBCL)
Emotion  (Achenbach, 1991a). Port. Vers. Fonseca et ., 1995) Parents
Behavior  Total Problems Scale 118 items
Problems (@ point scale)
Teachers Report Form (TRF]
(Achenbach, 1991b); Port Vers Fonseca et al. 1995)
Total Problems Scale 118items  teachers
@ pointscaie)
Academic
Compet. Academic Competence Scale 3 items
© pontscale)
Self-Perception Profile for
Children (SPPC)
Self- (Harer, 1995; Port. Vers Favia & Fontaine, 1995)
concept  Academic Self-Concept 6items Children
(@pointscaie)
Global Self Esteem 6items
(@ point scae)

® Procedures

The assessment was conducted in two stages: before (4th grade) and
after a school transition (5th grade).

Questionnaires were administered to children in the presence of an
interviewer. Parents and teachers filled the questionnaires
autonomously.

Results

1. Differences in the adjustment of Portuguese children before and after
school transition from 4th to 5th grade
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There are no significant differences in
children's adjustment evaluated before
and after the school transition, with the
exception of self-esteem.

Children perceive a significantly
higher self esteem after the school
transition (tq4yeq= 2.7, p = 0.008).

Fig. 3and &

2. What is the profile and characteristics of School Stress of Portuguese children
submitted to a school transition from 4th to 5th grade?

Results show that after a
school transition from 4th to 5th
grade children perceive
significantly higher mean levels
of stress in the academic
domain compared to the
teacher/rules and social stress
domains (F, ,,,=171.9, p<0.001).
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Table 2 Most frequent suess tems (Percentage) ‘and percentage)

items % ltems M (%)
Being asked questons in class when | don't know the answer 89 Being pressured to smoke, dnk alcohol, or ise drugs 37 (12)

Missing my friends from elementary schaol 8  Getting poor grades on my report card 34 (8
Having trouble with my homework 81 Having something stolen 34 @)
Doing work thats to hard 80 geing afraid of weapons or violence in school 33 (4
Being called names 7 Faiing atest 31 (2
Forgetting to bring material to class 75 Losing my school work 31 @)
Having trouble saying the right thing in class 70 Handing in worklate 27 @6
Having to do too many asignments at one time 70 Being punished by a teacher 27 @)
Having touble working by my self 8 Mising my fiends from elementary school 27 (@)
Being bothered by older kids 60 Being treated unfaidy by a teacher 26 (32)

Onlythe students that sgnalsed the occurence of each one
of the items were included

The more frequent items belong to the academic domain. However, the stress events that
children evaluate as more disturbing belong to the teacher/rules domain, followed by the
academic domain.

3. Is school stress a predictor of academic and emotional adjustment of
Portuguese children after a school transition from 4th to 5th grade?
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Results show that school stress at the 5th grade is a significant predictor of academic and
emotional adjustment, controlling for the effect of prior adjustment.

School stress is an important predictor of global self esteem and academic concept.

Stress perceived in different domains affect different indicators of child adjustment. Namely,

academic stress is a significant predictor of & and self-concept,

teacher/rules stress is positively associated with emotional and behavior problems evaluated by
teachers, and social stress is negatively related to global self-worth and to behavior problems
evaluated by teachers.

Piscussion

The longitudinal data relative to academic and emotional
adjustment of children before and after a school transition from
4th to 5th grade suggests that most of the children handle
successfully with this transition. Also, the positive changes in
global self-esteem support the idea that school transition can be
a good experience for many children.

In this perspective, school transition poses both challenges
and opportunities for students (Akos & Galassi, 2004), for
example, more freedom and the possibility to make new friends.

After a school transition from 4th to 5th grade children the
domain associated with higher levels of stress is the academic
domain. Children perceive difficulties managing school
academic demands in two ways: due to their difficulty and
because they imply the resolution of simultaneous tasks, when
the students still lack auto-regulation and organization abilities
(Pereira & Mendonga, 2005). The academic stress is also the

domain which contains the most frequent stress items.

However the higher disturbing events are related to
pressure for deviant behavior, violence in school, breaking class
rules and relation problems with the teacher. Some academic
stress events are also punctuated as high disturbing events.

Finally, congruent with other research results on the impact
of school stress on children’s adjustment (Wenz-Gross, Siperstein,
Untch & Widaman, 1997), we found that school stress at the 5th
grade predicts significantly academic and emotional
adjustment, controlling for the effect of prior adjustment.

The fact that stress perceived in different domains affect
different indicators of child adjustment pinpoints the importance
of considering the varied stress domains in the evaluation and in
the development of school stress reduction programs.
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