
 

   
 

ABSTRACT 

 

Brendan Gartner, A FRAMEWORK FOR SUCCESSFULLY TRANSITIONING STUDENTS 

INTO THE MIDDLE GRADES (Under the direction of Dr. Jim McDowelle). Department of 

Educational Leadership, May 2018. 

 

 This Problem of Practice dissertation addresses the need for an elementary to middle 

school transition program in a school district in eastern North Carolina. To develop this program, 

district end-of-grade assessment results and suspension data was collected and feedback was 

amassed from district students, their caregivers, teachers, and school administrators. Input from 

students and their caregivers was gathered through a series of online questionnaires. Teacher data 

was collected via an online survey and school administrator feedback was gathered using a focus 

group interview. Stakeholder feedback was coupled with theories and strategies available 

through the body of literature surrounding middle school transitions to create the framework for 

a comprehensive middle grades transition plan that addresses the needs of stakeholders unique to 

this district. The developed framework provides mandatory activities for district schools to 

undertake along with recommended research-based strategies to assist schools in implementing 

the required elements of this transition plan. Recommended strategies for students, their 

caregivers, and teachers include suggested programs to be undertaken prior to students 

transitioning from grade five to grade six, programs to offer during the summer between 

elementary and middle school, and suggested strategies to implement once students have started 

in the middle grades. The study concludes with recommended changes to practice and policy 

specific to this district in order to provide students with additional transitional supports. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Need for the Study 
 

A Framework for Successfully Transitioning Students into the Middle Grades 

 

Let me just say for the record that I think middle school is the dumbest idea ever invented.  

You got kids like me who haven’t hit their growth spurt yet mixed in with  

these gorillas who need to shave twice a day.  

-Jeff Kinney, Diary of a Wimpy Kid, 2007 

The transition to middle school is a challenge that most people who have attended public 

school have had to face (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002). To use the analogy of 

the popular children’s game Chutes and Ladders, students spend their entire elementary school 

career ascending to the top of the childhood social ladder, only to find themselves suddenly back 

at the bottom of the hierarchical chute as they enter middle school, needing once again to start 

climbing the ladder from the lowest rung. This dramatic shift in social status is often 

accompanied by horror stories and urban legends told by mischievous older siblings and their 

friends or older neighborhood children. They share tales of bullies and innocent sixth-graders 

caught in the wrong bathroom on the wrong day or stuffed into their lockers. This is 

compounded by other pressing concerns that rising sixth-graders themselves envision, such as 

insurmountable mountains of homework, getting lost in a huge new school building, or being 

unable to open their lockers (even if they might get stuffed inside.)   

While adults may look back wryly on these stories, they are genuine concerns for rising 

sixth-grade students that bring with them real consequences. The transition to middle school is 

all too frequently met with a significant decline in academic performance (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Schwerdt & West, 2013) and intrinsic motivation (Ryan, Shim, & Makara, 2013). Kingery,
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Erdley, and Marshall (2011) asserted that students entering middle school often displayed losses 

in self-esteem and interest in school in general. Research has also uncovered a correlation 

between students who demonstrated significant difficulty with the transition from elementary 

school to middle school and an increased probability of those students dropping out of high 

school (Alspaugh, 1998; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Balfanz, 2009). There is hope, however. 

Properly designed comprehensive transition activities that effectively meet the needs of students 

can have long-lasting positive effects on students progressing into the middle grades 

(Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Mac Iver, 1990).   

The transition from elementary school to middle school can present a variety of 

challenges to students, their families, and educators (Akos & Galassi, 2004). For many, this 

transition represents a child’s first steps into young adulthood (Association for Middle Level 

Education, 2002). The educational experience for many students prior to middle school is limited 

to the relatively cloistered confines of the elementary school. Students spend most of their day 

with one teacher aside from enrichment classes such as art, music, and physical education. They 

associate with the same assemblage of children throughout the school year and remain with this 

group even as they engage in school-related activities outside of their classrooms. 

Once students transition to middle school, however, their educational experience can be 

drastically different from what they encountered during elementary school. They may have 

different teachers for every subject with a unique group of students in every class and setting. 

Students may find themselves in social situations with peers from different elementary schools 

from different regions of the surrounding community, presenting students with the potential for 

interacting with students from unfamiliar cultures, backgrounds, or upbringings. Middle school 

students are expected to display a level of independence that has not been previously required of 
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them (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Goldstein, Boxer, & Rudolph, 2015; Ryan 

et al., 2013). Students experience unfamiliar social and organizational pressures (Akos, 2004; 

Andrews & Bishop, 2012). It is little surprise that as students transition from elementary school 

to middle school, they find themselves burdened by what Tilleczek, Laflamme, Ferguson, Edney, 

Girard, Cudney, and Cardoso (2007) referred to as a “paradox of hope and fear” (p. 164). 

The transition from elementary school to middle school and the challenges that 

accompany it are well-represented in the literature (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; 

Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Eccles, Roeser, Vida, Fredricks, & Wigfield, 2006; Yoon, Malu, 

Schaefer, Reyes, & Brinegar, 2015). Despite the clear connection between the effects of the 

transition from elementary school to middle school and the long-term ramifications on student 

success, the school district that is the focus of this Problem of Practice dissertation lacks a 

comprehensive plan for transitioning students from grade five to grade six. The absence of a 

clear and common vision to address the student transition to middle school has led to a 

hodgepodge of orientation activities directed by the individual middle schools with no true 

district-wide plan to address the myriad of challenges about to confront the rising middle school 

students.  

District Characteristics 

This district is a relatively large school system in North Carolina. It is a combination of 

an urban center surrounded by large swaths of rural landscape. According the district’s website, 

it is comprised of 37 public schools including 20 elementary schools, eight middle schools, seven 

high schools, one early childhood education center, and one alternate learning center all of which 

serve a total population of approximately 26,000 students. At any given time, up to 46% of the 

student population in the district are children of families that are financially dependent on the 
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federal government through a parent or guardian that is active duty military or employed as a 

civilian on the federal installation. The large number of students whose families are subject to 

regular relocation in accord with their military service leads to a high degree of transience in the 

student population. This transience carries over to the teaching workforce as well, as the district 

can turn over as many as 200 teachers in any given year. 

Students in this district exhibit a lack of appropriate progress on standardized tests after 

they have transitioned from elementary school to middle school. The literature indicates that this 

is not an uncommon phenomenon (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; Balfanz, 2009; 

Eccles et al., 2006; Malaspina & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008; McGill, Hughes, Alicea, & Way, 2012; 

Schwerdt & West, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, 

2008). Students in this district, however, seem to have a greater degree of academic difficulty 

during this transition when compared to their peers across North Carolina. Student proficiency as 

measured by state assessments in reading demonstrate that students in this district who transition 

from elementary school to middle school exhibit little progress and they do not show the same 

gains in proficiency as their peers statewide (see Table 1). In mathematics, student proficiency in 

this district decreases significantly from grades five and six (see Table 1). While students across 

the state demonstrate declines in mathematics proficiency after the transition to the middle 

grades, losses in proficiency are much more pronounced with students from this district. 

Difficulty with behavioral expectations after the transition to middle school are evidenced 

through trends in student discipline data. Students in this district demonstrated a dramatic 

increase in out-of-school suspensions after they transitioned from grade five to grade six (see 

Table 2).    
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Table 1 

 

Comparison of State and District Proficiency as Determined by North Carolina End of Grade  

 

Tests 

 

              Reading     Math 

 

 State % GLP District % GLP State % GLP District % GLP 

     

2013-2014 Grade 5 53.8 51.9 56.4 52.9 

     

2014-2015 Grade 6 57.2 52 48.5 35.8 

     

Difference 3.4 0.1 -7.9 -17.1 

     

2014-2015 Grade 5 53 54.6 57.5 53.8 

     

2015-2016 Grade 6 58.7 56.7 52 42.9 

     

Difference 5.7 2.1 -5.5 -10.9 

     

2015-2016 Grade 5 55.4 54.6 60.4 52.1 

     

2016-2017 Grade 6 61 61.1 53.1 42.8 

     

Difference 5.6 6.5 -7.3 -9.3 

     

Average Change 4.9 2.9 -6.9 -12.3 

Note. GLP is Grade Level Proficiency as determined by the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction. From Public Schools of North Carolina (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). 
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Table 2 

 

Comparison of Short-Term Suspension Rates 

 

 Short Term 

Suspensions 

 

Suspension Days 

Average Length of 

Suspension (Days) 

    

2013-2014 Grade 5 105 200 1.9 

    

2014-2015 Grade 6 248 624 2.5 

    

2015-2015 Grade 5 112 213 1.9 

    

2015-2016 Grade 6 241 615 2.6 

    

2015-2016 Grade 5 156 248 1.6 

    

2016-2017 Grade 6 264 649 2.5 

    

Average    

    

 2013-2016 Grade 5 124.3 220.3 1.8 

    

2014-2017 Grade 6 251 629.3 2.5 

Note. Short-term suspensions are those in which students are not permitted to attend school or 

school functions for ten days or less. 
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Statement of the Problem 
 

Despite the less than desirable results illustrated on state-mandated standardized testing 

and an increase in disciplinary issues with students who progress to middle school in this district, 

the transition from the elementary school to middle school has largely been left unaddressed at 

the district level. It is primarily directed by the individual schools, with little commonality 

between programs, little to suggest that the strategies they employ are evidence-based, and no 

indication that these programs are based on the needs of students, parents, or educators. The 

district limits its involvement in the transition to middle to school to the organization of middle 

school visits and the coordination of transportation for these visits. No other transition activities 

are actively supported.  

With no clear direction or vision, students may be largely ill-prepared for the drastic 

changes in their educational experiences as they transfer into the middle grades. This lack of 

preparedness leads to an increase in student discipline issues, and changes in academic 

proficiencies as measured on end-of-grade tests that either lag behind their peers statewide or 

demonstrate significant declines. These struggles could lead to student disengagement in the 

educational process as described by Ryan et al. (2013) and Kingery et al. (2011). 

Purpose of the Study 
 

This study addressed the Problem of Practice outlined above by creating the framework 

of a transition plan for students in this district who are progressing from the elementary school to 

the middle grades. The use of Improvement Science to create a plan to transition students in this 

district from elementary school to middle school was particularly well-suited to this study as 

incorporating qualitative data such as the thoughts and feelings of the affected stakeholders is 

essential to building a successful transition plan (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Descriptive statistics 



  
 

8 
 

such as student achievement scores and discipline data were analyzed separately from the 

qualitative data and the two data strands will then be synthesized to form the rationale and 

foundation for the interventions resulting in the framework for a middle school transition plan. 

The theory supporting this study holds that the creation of properly designed and 

comprehensive transition activities for rising sixth-graders will have a positive effect on 

students’ perceptions of their middle school experience, student engagement, increased academic 

performance, and reduced suspensions in the sixth grade. This may then have a long-lasting 

positive effect on students through the remainder of the middle grades and high school.  

Goal of the Study 

 

The goal of this Problem of Practice was to create the framework of a transition plan for 

students in this district that are progressing from grade five to grade six. This framework for this 

plan was constructed based upon available descriptive statistics, stakeholder needs, and the body 

of available research and was designed to be comprehensive in nature. This means that such a 

transition plan framework would address the needs of students, parents, and educators and 

address those needs across the transition beginning during fifth-grade until well after the students 

have started grade six. 

Study Questions 

To create the framework for a comprehensive middle grades transition plan, there were 

several questions that were considered. First, what are the primary foci of students, parents and 

teachers in this district prior to students transitioning from elementary school to middle school? 

Second, how can the body of available research be utilized to effectively address those issues?  

Finally, how can the answers to the first two questions be successfully synthesized to devise 

interventions that will form the framework of a middle school transition plan in this district? 
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Overview of the Study Design 
 

The study was conducted utilizing Improvement Science and incorporated qualitative 

data and descriptive statistics in order to create the framework of a plan to transition students in 

this district from elementary school to middle school. Qualitative data from questionnaires and 

focus group interviews was paired with descriptive statistics gleaned from surveys, test data, and 

suspension data to form the basis of the interventions presented in the transition plan. It is 

intended that this transition plan will better prepare students for the progression from elementary 

to middle school and will provide them with better prospects of success in the middle grades and 

beyond. 

Input from all stakeholders is essential in the formation of any middle grades transition 

plan (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Koppang, 2004; Yoon et al., 2015). The stakeholders queried for 

this study included students, their caregivers, teachers, and school administrators. Student, 

teacher, and parent input was gathered via surveys and questionnaires that were conducted 

several times during the final nine weeks of students’ fifth grade year and the end of the first nine 

weeks of their sixth-grade year. Administrative feedback was gathered through a focus group 

interview. Those data were coupled with the available body of research and appropriate 

interventions were developed that addressed stakeholders’ perceived challenges, benefits, and 

pivotal moments in the transition from elementary school to middle school. These interventions 

were organized into the framework of a transition plan that demonstrates a clear vision for the 

successful progression of students from grade five to grade six.  

Figure 1 is an expanded logic model listing the elements of the conventional approach to 

detailing the scope and sequence of a study of this nature. A vertical display was chosen (in 

contrast to the more usual horizontal orientation) in order to maximize the legibility of the figure. 
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Outcomes 

Implementation of the strategies described in the transition plan will positively affect student 

achievement on grade six state assessments. There will also be a decrease in short term 

suspensions at the middle grade level. 

 

 

Impact 
If the plan to transition students from fifth grade to sixth grade is effective, student achievement will 

increase and short-term suspensions will decrease. These improvements would hopefully improve 
students’ long term educational opportunities through an increase four-year cohort graduation rates and 

also result in an overall increase in the positive public perception of the district. 

 

 

Resources 
Qualitative data needed:  

Stakeholder surveys, administrative interviews, and stakeholder survey data from respondents.  

Stakeholders include grade five and grade six students, their caregivers, their teachers, and 

appropriate school administrators.  
Survey data will include open-ended queries, Likert-style rating scales, and short answer 

responses.  

 
Quantitative data needed:  

Historical student achievement data that is available through the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction (NCDPI), student discipline data and student demographic data which is available through 
the PowerSchool student information system. 

 

 

Activities 
Stakeholders were asked to participate in data collection on four occasions. Data, such as survey and 

questionnaire responses was collected from fifth grade students in three phases during the final nine 
weeks of their fifth-grade year and once after they transitioned to sixth grade. Parents were surveyed 

prior to and after students transitioned to middle school. Fifth and sixth-grade teachers were surveyed 

the end of the academic year. An administrative focus group was interviewed at the end of the first 
nine-week period of the transition year for the students involved in this study. This data gathering 

informed further research into the development of the framework an effective program to address the 

transition from grade five to grade six.  

 
Student achievement data and discipline data was utilized in order to provide a rationale for the plan.  

 

 

Outputs 
The output was the creation of framework of a middle grades transition plan that can be implemented 
within this district that will have positive effects on student achievement and their success in the 

middle grades in general. 

 

 

Figure 1. Logic Model. 
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The first questionnaire was provided to students and parents near the start of the final 

grading period of the student’s fifth grade year. As recommended by Akos (2002), grade five 

students and their caregivers were provided the opportunity to supply their input via open-ended 

questions about their concerns and perceived benefits of progressing to the middle grades. This 

information was coded, tabulated, and categorized into common themes (Akos, 2002). Students 

were also administered a questionnaire with Likert-style prompts regarding academic, relational, 

and organizational matters. Student caregivers were provided similar surveys with both the open-

ended queries and Likert-style prompts.  

This process of collecting student information via surveys was conducted twice more 

during the remainder of students’ fifth-grade year. Both parents and students were administered 

the original Likert-style surveys after students had attended middle school for approximately six 

weeks. Elementary and middle school administrators were interviewed as a focus group. 

Through this process, the data collected was used to determine commonalities in stakeholder 

concerns and perceived benefits and used to develop interventions that, when coupled with 

available research, formed a plan designed to prepare students for the challenges that they face as 

they progress from elementary to middle school and for future scholastic success. Fifth and sixth 

grade staff were asked to provide feedback about the middle school transition after the 

conclusion of the academic year. The surveys included questions that asked staff to consider 

student perceptions about the transition to middle school. These surveys also included inquiries 

about activities that teachers would find productive in preparing students for the middle grades 

and provided teachers the opportunity to suggest best practices for the student transition to 

middle school. 
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Summary 

Success or failure in middle school is often a key indicator of student’s long-term success 

(Balfanz, 2009). Their experiences in middle school can have a profound effect on the high 

school dropout rate and therefore college and career readiness (Balfanz, 2009). The drastic 

decrease in student achievement in math and the equally drastic rise in short-term suspensions 

after students exit elementary school that occurs in this district as illustrated by data published by 

the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction could be a symptom of the lack of a 

coherent transition plan for students progressing to the middle grades (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). The implementation of a well-designed, research-based, 

comprehensive transition plan will create a clear and common vision to optimize district 

students’ chances for success. This would go a long way towards fulfilling the district’s stated 

mission of “preparing students to be globally competitive leaders and responsible citizens.” 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The Middle School Movement 

Studies as far back as the 1960s noted a need for greater attention to the student 

progression from elementary school to middle school (Mullins & Irvin, 2000). It is this period of 

time that Schaefer, Malu, and Yoon (2016) referred to as the beginning of the middle school 

movement. At this movement progressed, the need for a more effective transition between 

elementary school and high school began to gain prominence. William M. Alexander (1963) first 

proposed that junior high schools be renamed and restructured as middle schools. He recognized 

that the junior high school model was a bridge between elementary school and high school in 

name only and expressed doubts as to the efficacy of the junior high school model (Alexander, 

1963). During the 1970s, the middle school movement gained momentum, but there remained 

rigorous debate about the effectiveness of the middle school model as opposed to junior high 

schools (Schaefer et al., 2016).  

As the middle school movement progressed into the 1980s, it continued to gain support. 

There were changes in teacher preparation programs, educational practices, and concepts that 

provided a focus on middle level education (Schaefer et al., 2016). It was during this decade that 

the middle school movement’s platform coalesced into policy statements by national 

organizations such as the National Middle School Association’s (NMSA, 1982) This We Believe, 

which clearly defined the central tenets of the middle school movement. The principles defined 

by this document included strategies such as creating organizational structures that maximized 

meaningful relationships and instructional opportunities, guidance and support services tailored 

to the needs of adolescents, adult mentoring and advocacy, and the recruitment and training of 

educators dedicated to students in the middle grades (NMSA, 1982). By the end of the 1980s 
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there had been a marked increase in the number of schools classified as middle schools as 

opposed to junior high schools. In the late 1960s there were approximately 1,000 schools that 

adhered to the middle school concept as it existed at the time (Schaefer et al., 2016). As the 

1980s drew to a close, there were over 5,000 schools that had been specifically designed as 

middle schools or had abandoned the junior high concept (Schaefer et al., 2016). 

By the early 1990s over 80% of early adolescent students nationwide attended a middle 

school as opposed to a junior high school (Schaefer et al., 2016). It was during this decade that 

the focus turned to the organization and structure of the middle school environment that would 

best serve student needs (Schaefer et al., 2016). Much of this structure was based on a report 

from the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (Schaefer et al., 2016). This report, 

Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century, described and promoted a wide 

array of organizational structures such as small learning communities with interdisciplinary 

teaching teams, common planning times, and staffing middle schools with professionals who are 

experts in teaching early adolescents (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989). It 

was during this decade that practices such as student advisories, cooperative learning, and 

differentiation in instruction moved to the forefront of middle grades education (Schaefer et al., 

2016).  

At the onset of the 2000s, new federal mandates turned the attention of school districts 

across the nation to high stakes testing and measurable outcomes (Schaefer et al., 2016). The 

focus on standardized tests and federally mandated curricula were viewed as significant obstacles 

to the success of the middle school movement (Smith & McEwin, 2011). In their survey of over 

200 middle level educators, Faulker and Cook (2006) found that a vast majority felt that high 

stakes testing was the greatest impediment to implementing best practices for educating early 
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adolescents. As middle grades education has progressed to the present day, there remains a focus 

on research-based best practices and professional development to strengthen early adolescent 

education (Schaefer et al., 2016).  

It is little wonder that so much time and effort has been spent reforming middle grades 

education. As cited by Calvert (2011), Robert Belfanz referred to middle school as the most 

important years in the education of a child and the best chance for educators to reform outcomes 

for students. Balfanz (2009) also pronounced middle school as critical to a student’s long-term 

success. As described by Goldstein et al. (2015), a stressful transition to middle school was 

correlated with academic struggles and higher anxiety about school in general. It is essential, 

then, that schools work to minimize the stress of the transition from elementary to middle school. 

This critical period in a child’s education occurs just as students are experiencing a multitude of 

other changes in their lives. Fortunately, the middle school movement has led to an increasing 

amount of research being devoted to the transition from elementary to middle school (Akos, 

Rose, & Orthner, 2015).  

The Changing Student 

The World Health Organization (2016) defined adolescence as “a time period of 

development and growth that occurs after childhood and before adulthood, from ages 10 to 19.”  

The rate at which people grow and develop during this time is rapid, and is second only to 

infancy in this regard (World Health Organization, 2016). The physical changes that occur as 

adolescence progresses is readily apparent to anyone who observes the differences between 

many sixth graders just entering middle school compared with the eighth graders preparing to 

leave it. The changes that take place during adolescence, however, are much more complex than 

just a physical metamorphosis. Children also endure changes in cognitive functions and social 
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and emotional development (Arim, Tramonte, Shapka, Dahinten, & Willms, 2011; McNeely & 

Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Many adolescent children experience social pressures 

to engage risk-taking behaviors such as tobacco, drug and alcohol use and sexual activity for the 

first time in their lives (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995). The social 

dynamics between students and their peers and their parents can change drastically during 

adolescence (McGill et al., 2012). These behaviors can be even more pronounced in those 

children who enter puberty and adolescence earlier than their peers, which is becoming a more 

common occurrence (Arim et al., 2011). All of these factors combined with the transition to an 

entirely unfamiliar school environment can have profound effects on students and their 

educational success (Kieffer, Marinell, & Nuegebauer, 2014).  

The challenges that face students as they transition from elementary school to middle 

school are not a solely American phenomenon. School systems around the world that have 

similar school structures to the United States have recognized that the middle school transition is 

fraught with difficulties (Andrews & Bishop, 2012). Negative experiences with the progression 

from elementary to middle school can have far-reaching ramifications for all students, regardless 

of culture. As Balfanz (2009) stated, “a student’s middle grades experience is critical to his or 

her life’s chances” (p. 13).  

It has been well-documented that the transition from elementary school to the middle 

grades is often accompanied by a decline in academic performance and an increase in 

undesirable or risk-taking behaviors (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; Balfanz, 2009; 

Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995; Eccles et al., 2006; Malaspina & Rimm-

Kaufman, 2008; McGill et al., 2012; Schwerdt & West, 2013; U.S. Department of Education,  
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Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, 2008). There are a number of reasons that many students 

have difficulty with this transition.   

During adolescence, the student’s brain undergoes significant development (Choundhury, 

Blakemore, & Charman, 2006; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Scans of 

the adolescent brain have shown that those areas of the brain that are thought to have influence 

of social cognition, such as the pre-frontal cortex, undergo the most significant changes 

(Choundhury et al., 2006, McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). These changes 

lead to an increased interest in other people, but also an increased awareness of their opinions, 

including classmates and teachers, as they relate to a student’s self-image and identity 

(Choundhury et al., 2006; Erath, Bub, & Tu, 2014; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 

2011, 2015). Adolescents begin to make more independent decisions and distance themselves 

from the influence of their parents and are more prone to impulsive behaviors (Choundhury et 

al., 2006; McGill et al., 2012; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; National Institute of Mental Health, 

2011; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Such changes make resisting social pressures and risk-taking 

behaviors much more difficult for adolescents than for young children and adults (Carnegie 

Council on Adolescent Development, 1995; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 

2015).  

As their brain develops, particularly the pre-frontal cortex, middle grades students begin 

to develop higher-order and critical thinking skills (Choundhury et al., 2006; McNeely & 

Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Steinberg (2011) described brain development during 

this time not only as growth but also as reorganization. Caskey and Ruben (2003) and Steinberg 

(2011) referred to this reorganization as synaptic pruning. This process, in which older, less 

relevant synaptic connections are removed and new ones are created, leads to the development of 
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critical thinking, planning, the balance of risk and reward for behaviors, and cognitive advances 

which must be constantly reinforced if they are to develop properly (Caskey & Ruben, 2003; 

Steinberg 2011, 2015).  

The changes in that occur in the adolescent brain are accompanied by substantial changes 

beyond growth in size and synaptic development. During adolescence, children become sexually 

mature (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; World Health Organization, 2016). The onset of physical 

maturity and the presence of sexual hormones can have a significant effect on a student’s 

behavior and social interactions (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; National Institute of Mental 

Health, 2011). The presence of sexual hormones that leads to these changes are often 

accompanied by stress hormones that can lead to impulsivity and an increase in the intensity of 

reactions to emotional stimuli (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015; National 

Institute of Mental Health, 2011). Additionally, there is no timetable for adolescent development 

(McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Students may find themselves maturing at 

a much slower rate than their classmates, leading to additional stressors (Gilewski & Nunn, 

2016). 

Along with the biological and psychosocial issues that accompany adolescence, students 

must cope with a drastically different learning environment when they transition from 

elementary school to the middle grades (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; 

Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Koppang, 2004; Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). After transitioning to 

middle school, students may find that their educational experience is considerably different from 

what they had become accustomed to in elementary school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 

1998; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Shoffner & 

Williamson, 2000). Elementary schools are often physically confining, with students associating 
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with a limited number of students in a small section of the school building throughout the day 

(Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). Movement 

throughout the school is often supervised by an adult and students are carefully monitored as 

they traverse from one area of the school to another (Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). Students 

may spend most of the school day with one teacher with the exception of enrichment classes. 

Middle school students are expected to display a level of independence that had not been 

previously required of them in their academic work and their conduct in and out of the classroom 

(Alspaugh, 1998; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Barber & Olsen, 2004; 

Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). Further, there is a pervasive sense of greater responsibility and 

individual accountability (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Goldstein et al., 2015; 

Ryan et al., 2013). This new educational environment, coupled with unfamiliar social pressures 

and physiological and emotional changes only exacerbates the difficulties associated with 

adolescence (Andrews & Bishop, 2012).  

The changes that take place in young adolescents entering the middle grades may have a 

profound effect on student academic performance. Students often experience a decline in 

performance as they transition from elementary school to the middle grades and this is well 

represented in the literature (Alspaugh, 1998; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Andrews & Bishop, 

2012; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Ecles et al., 2006; Kim, Schwartz, 

Cappella, & Seidman, 2014; McGill et al., 2012; Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). Akos et al. 

(2015) described how this decline can be more pronounced based on gender, race, or 

socioeconomic status. Andrews and Bishop even cautioned that the transition can be so difficult 

for some students that they actually “unlearn” previously known skills making academic success 
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that much more difficult. The decline in academic performance for some students that is 

described in the literature seems to come to fruition in this district. 

From 2014 to 2017, this district demonstrated a 2.9% increase in the number of students 

progressing from grade five to grade six who were determined to be grade-level proficient in 

reading as measured on state assessments (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 

2017a). Statewide during this same period, there was an average 4.9% increase in the number of 

students considered grade-level proficient (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 

2017a). The differences in mathematics proficiency was even more dramatic. From 2014 to 

2017, the district has averaged a 12.3% decrease in the number of students transitioning from 

grade five to grade six considered grade-level proficient in mathematics, compared with 

statewide 6.9% average decline in the number of students deemed grade level proficient during 

the same period of time (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a) (see Table 

1). 

Similar discrepancies between grades five and six was found in the LEA discipline data 

pertaining to short-term suspensions. North Carolina General Statute §115C-390.1 (2013) 

defined a short-term suspension as the exclusion from school for disciplinary purposes for a 

period of up to ten days. Short-term suspensions increased drastically when students in this 

district progressed from grade five to grade six. According data maintained by in the district 

student information system, there was a marked increase in student short-term suspensions from 

grade five to grade six. From 2014 through 2017, there was an average of approximately 124 

short-term suspensions per year issued to fifth grade students while the average number of short- 
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term suspensions for sixth grade students increased to 251 issued per year. The average length of 

short-term suspensions also increased as fifth grade short term suspensions averaged 1.8 days in 

length, while sixth grade suspensions averaged 2.5 days in length (see Table 2).  

The Middle School Transition 

The literature supports the idea that an effective transition from elementary school to 

middle school is essential to students’ long-term student success (Akos & Galassi, 2004; 

Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Andrews, 2011; Balfanz, 2009; Kieffer et 

al., 2014; Tilleczek et al., 2007). It is critical that middle grades transition programs begin well 

before students move to middle school, and that these programs should continue after students 

are settled into their middle school community (Allen, 2001; Koppang, 2004). As an illustration 

of the importance of schools taking a lead in the middle grades transition, Lorain (2002), in a 

survey of sixth grade students, found that most of what students expected during the transition 

from elementary from middle school was gleaned not from educators, but from parents, siblings, 

and neighbors. The disinformation received from these sources only increased students stress 

about moving to the middle grades (Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992; Lorain, 2002). To avoid the 

pitfalls that could result from these misunderstandings, students must be made aware of what to 

expect long before they make this transition (Allen, 2001).  

Changes such as increased academic rigor, a heightened awareness of social pressures, 

and changes in the school environment, such as larger class sizes, can lead to students becoming 

disengaged in school with both immediate and far-reaching negative consequences (Kieffer et 

al., 2014). Barber and Olsen (2004) remarked that middle school teachers are generally more 

demanding and connect to students on a less personal level, which is in direct conflict of the 

psychosocial needs of early adolescents. The U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe and 
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Drug Free Schools (2008) described a decline in the grades of first year middle school students 

when compared to their final year of elementary school. Balfanz (2009) detailed a strong 

correlation between middle grades success and high school graduation. Despite this, Andrews 

(2011) recounted how state and federal policies have historically overlooked the middle grades. 

As stated previously, there is no program in this district that explicitly addresses the 

middle grades transition. There is, however, a body of research describing effective strategies 

that address the issues that arise with the transition from grade five to grade six. For example, 

Akos and Galassi (2004) and Yoon et al. (2015) asserted the importance of collecting the input 

from all stakeholders in the creation of a transition plan. Akos (2002) described how student 

perceptions in fifth and sixth grade change during the year, and that these different perspectives 

are imperative to creating an effective transition plan. Andrews and Bishop (2012) expressed the 

importance of engaging families in this transition. The Association for Middle Level Education 

(2002) emphasized the importance of collaboration between teachers, counselors, and school 

administrators to provide assistance to students during this crucial transition. Successful 

exemplars from North Carolina, other regions in the United States, and international school 

systems are readily available as building blocks for a successful transition program (Andrews & 

Bishop, 2012; Balfanz, 2009; L'Esperance, Lenker, Bullock, Lockamy, & Mason, 2013).  

Student Perspectives 

It is important to note that while some generalities can be drawn from the research, there 

is no typical middle school student (Miller, McKissick, Ivy, & Moser, 2017). Adolescents do not 

all mature on the same set schedule and at any time in any given middle school classroom there 

will exist a heterogeneous groupings of students at differing stages of physical, psychosocial, 

cognitive, and emotional development (Arim et al., 2011; Brown & Knowles, 2007; Gilewski & 
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Nunn, 2016; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Such extreme differences 

must be taken into account when drawing conclusions about student perspectives regarding the 

transition from elementary school to middle school. 

When considering ways to support students in the transition from elementary school to 

middle school, it is essential that teachers, administrators, and district leaders to consider the 

feelings and perspectives of the students themselves (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Galton & Morrison, 

2000; Koppang, 2004; Yoon et al., 2015). While similar motifs emerge among the stakeholders 

involved in the transition to the middle grades, there is often a disconnect between what teachers 

or parents assume are student concerns and what those concerns actually are (Akos & Galassi, 

2004; Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992). 

Duchesne, Ratelle, and Roy (2012) identify three primary stressors that students 

described when considering the transition to middle school: concerns with increased academic 

demands, worries about teachers, and unease about peer relationships. These are concerns 

broadly, yet commonly expressed by students moving from elementary school to the middle 

grades (Akos, 2002; Duchesne, Ratelle, Poitras, & Drouin, 2009; Zeedyk, Gallacher, Henderson, 

Hope, Husband, & Lindsay, 2003). Akos (2004) identified similar themes identified by students 

regarding the transition to middle school. These concerns included the social and academic 

aspects of the move to middle school, but also included organizational concerns such as 

following rules, not getting lost, or being able to successfully operate a locker (Akos & Galassi, 

2004). Akos (2004) also noted that students were more concerned with organizational themes 

prior to the transition to middle school, while academic and social concerns were more prevalent 

after the transition to middle school. It was these three themes that were considered for the 

purposes of this study. 
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Academic Concerns 

When queried, students reported a number of different aspects of the middle school 

transition that caused them some amount of apprehension (Akos, 2002; Akos & Galassi, 2004; 

Bellmore, 2011; San Antonio, Marcell, Tieken, & Wiener, 2011; Wigfield, Eccles, Fredricks, 

Simpkins, Roeser, & Schiefele, 2015). Researchers have also found that student concerns varied 

from organizational, to social, to academic dependent upon whether the student was preparing 

for the transition to middle school or had already transitioned (Akos, 2002; Akos & Galassi, 

2004; Anderson, Jacobs, Schramm, & Splittgerber, 2000). As stated previously, Akos (2002) 

described how students were preoccupied with organizational issues such as getting lost or not 

being able to open their locker prior to transitioning to middle school, but then changed focus to 

the academic and social aspects of middle school after the transition. 

Akos and Galassi (2004) reported that, regardless of transition stage, students 

consistently described some level of concern for the increase in academic expectations in the 

middle grades. In particular, students identified the amount of homework the envisioned they 

would be assigned as a key contributor to transition stress (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Anderson et 

al. (2000) stated that many students felt unprepared for the difficulty level of their coursework 

and were very concerned about earning lower grades than they were accustomed to, or even 

failing. Students reported distress about changes in expectations that put a greater emphasis on 

ability and competition with others rather than skills improvement or mastery (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Anderson et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2013). Still other students were worried that they would have 

to answer questions orally more frequently and students would make fun of them for not 

knowing answers (San Antonio et al., 2011). 

During adolescence, students begin to desire greater autonomy, but middle grades 
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teachers are actually less likely to utilize strategies that provide opportunities for autonomy 

(Goldstein et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2013; San Antonio et al., 2011; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). 

Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield, Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan, and Mac Iver (1993) maintained the 

need for classroom pedagogy to match the needs of students, which was referred to as a “stage-

environment fit.” Eccles et al. (1993) forwarded the idea that considering stage-environment fit 

could have a significant positive impact on student achievement, self-concept, and motivation. 

At this stage in their development, the students’ need for autonomy includes having a voice in 

making decisions about academic tasks, including student-directed projects and classroom 

discussions (Beland, 2014; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). Providing this autonomy to students and 

allowing them to be a part of the decision-making process regarding academic tasks leads 

students to become more engaged with their learning as they then view assignments have having 

more relevance or simply to be more interesting (Beland, 2014; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). 

Unfortunately, at a time when students desire and need more autonomy, they are less likely to 

receive it, adding to transition stress and hampering student achievement (Eccles et al., 1993).  

 Paradoxically, students reported that they were both excited and apprehensive about the 

anticipated increased demands of middle school (San Antonio et al., 2011). On one hand, 

students felt that higher expectations were part of maturing and they looked forward to the 

challenge of more difficult academic tasks and increased individual accountability and 

responsibility. Conversely, students worried that they did not have the prerequisite skills or 

abilities to succeed in the more demanding middle school environment (San Antonio et al., 

2011). These conflicting viewpoints highlight the importance of an effective middle school 

transition program to enhance the probability of student success (Gilewski & Nunn, 2016). 
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Organizational Concerns 

Prior to transitioning to middle school students identified the need for basic information 

to prepare them for middle school such as how to get to class on time, how to find their correct 

bus, how to open their lockers, and other practical matters (Bailey, Giles, & Rogers, 2015; San 

Antonio et al., 2011). Students described feeling like they were starting over; akin to going to 

back to kindergarten (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002). Research by Akos and 

Galassi (2004) found that students pronounced getting lost in a large and unfamiliar school as 

one of their primary concerns. While student fears over organizational matters waned after the 

transition as they became more familiar with procedures and expectations, it is these matters that 

were described as primary stressors for students prior to the transition to middle school (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004). Making certain students are prepared for a new and different school structure and 

environment can enhance positive outcomes for students and predicate successful transitional 

outcomes (Akos, 2004).  

Students reported being intimidated by the thought of suddenly being thrust into a school 

where they are no longer the oldest, biggest, or the top of the school’s social hierarchy (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Lorain, 2002; San Antonio et al., 2011).  In particular, students reported concerns 

about bullying behaviors from older students are described fears of locker rooms and restrooms 

and what would happen if they found themselves in one of these areas with older students (Akos 

& Galassi, 2004; Lorain, 2002).  Moreover, stories of bullies, frequent fights, and other violence, 

embellished by parents and siblings, only added to transition stress (Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992; 

Lorain, 2002). Despite the sensationalism of such behavior, however, there is a noteworthy 

increase in peer bullying in the middle grades and it is a significant concern for incoming  
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students (Akos, 2002; Akos & Galassi, 2004; Farmer, Hamm, Leung, Lambert, & Gravelle, 

2011, Pickhardt, 2011). 

Once students transitioned to the middle school, there is often a sudden and perhaps 

unrealistic expectation from school personnel that the children have entered a new, more mature 

phase and that they should behave in a more consistently adult manner, despite the wide range of 

student development (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Lorain, 2002; Steinberg, 2015). As a result, 

students described new behavioral expectations as more restrictive and felt that school and 

classroom rules were more strictly enforced (Anderson et al., 2000). In their survey of rising 

sixth-graders, Bailey et al. (2015), discovered that eleven percent of the students involved of 

their study described “mean” or “strict” teachers as a middle school concern. This was not a 

choice provided on their survey, but was a frequent response in the write-in option in their data 

collection. Students were often unprepared for this sudden shift in expectations as students rising 

into high school, when asked to reflect on the transition to grade six, reported knowing and 

following the rules beforehand as an important aspect of success in middle school (Akos, 2002; 

2004). 

Eccles et al. (1993) declared the need for classroom pedagogy and procedures to match 

the needs of students, which they referred to as a “stage-environment fit.” They forwarded the 

idea that considering stage-environment fit would have a significant positive impact on student 

achievement, self-concept, and motivation. During adolescence, students develop a desire for 

greater autonomy, but teachers are actually less likely to implement strategies that provide 

opportunities for autonomy such as shared decision-making and the creation of classroom 

behavioral expectations (Eccles et al., 1993; Goldstein et al., 2015; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; 

Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Eccles et al. (1993) suggested that this inconsistency between the 
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developmental stage of students and the more autocratic environment of the middle school could 

be detrimental to students’ overall success in transitioning to the middle grades. 

Following the progression to middle school students would greatly benefit from caring 

relationships with adults not associated with their families, but the structure of middle school 

creates challenges in fostering these relationships (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Goldstein et al., 2015; 

Mac Iver, 1990; Ryan et al., 2013; Vollet, Kinderman, & Skinner, 2017; Wigfield et al., 2015). 

Despite evidence supporting the importance of meaningful student-teacher relationships, once 

they transition to middle school, students reported a marked decline in the quality of the 

relationships they have with their teachers (Wigfield et al., 2015). These changes may be due in 

part to the organizational structure of the middle school. Instead of one or two classroom 

teachers, students may have as many as six to eight different teachers, making it challenging for 

both teacher and student to build meaningful relationships (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Mac Iver, 

1990; Ryan et al., 2013; Vollet et al., 2017). This lack of closeness with teachers is often 

perceived by students as a decrease in teacher support (Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). This 

lack of perceived support is detrimental to student engagement and success as Wang and 

Holcombe (2010) found that students who reported feeling supported by teachers were more 

likely to meet behavioral and academic expectations. 

Social Concerns 

Many middle school transition plans often do not find success because they focus on 

academic and organizational concerns, but fail to address the social concerns of rising middle 

school students (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Koppang, 2004). In the position paper This We 

Believe: Keys to Educating Young Adolescents, the Association for Middle Level Education 

(2002) stressed the importance of addressing the social needs of students rising into and 
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continuing through the middle grades. Students perceived a lessening of support from teachers, 

counselors, and administrators and greater engagement with their peers (Georgia Department of 

Education, 2015; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009). Students rising into and progressing through the 

middle grades have a strong desire to be part of a peer group in which they feel useful and valued 

(Bailey et al., 2015; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009). The nature of these peer relationships can be 

an insight into how successfully a student has navigated the transition into the middle grades 

(Bellmore, 2011; Danielsen, Wiium, Wihelmsen, & Wold, 2010; Demaray & Maleki, 2002; 

Johnson, Johnson, & Roseth, 2010; Kingery et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2013; Wentzel, 2003). As 

an indicator of the importance of these relationships, Akos (2002) and Akos and Galassi (2004) 

described how students believed that socializing with friends was a primary positive feature of 

the transition to middle school, but they also perceived that making new friends and how they 

were perceived by their new peers was of great concern.  

Bellmore (2011) defined peer status as a measure of social functioning determined by 

one’s overall peer group. The quality of the relationships that students foster in middle school, 

and therefore their peer status, is often an effective indicator of assimilation into the middle 

grades (Bellmore, 2011; Johnson et al., 2010). Bellmore (2011) asserted that creating and 

fostering positive peer relationships and establishing a high peer status is especially important to 

student success as they transition from elementary to middle school. Andrews and Bishop (2012) 

described that students claimed that not having a familiar peer support group or low peer status 

as a significant stressor when considering the transition to middle school. Support from 

classmates has been correlated with the successful adjustment to the middle school environment 

and increased feelings of academic competence and achievement (Danielsen et al., 2010; 

Demaray & Maleki, 2002; Ryan et al., 2013). Conversely, students with lower peer status or who 



  
 

30 
 

experienced peer rejection demonstrated decreases in scholastic functioning (Bellmore, 2011; 

Kingery et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2013; Wentzel, 2003). Unfortunately, this desire for increased 

peer status can cause students to engage in behaviors that attempt to establish social dominance 

in the school, leading to an increase in bullying behaviors (Farmer et al., 2011). 

The social concerns of students extended beyond their relationships with their peers. 

Students also demonstrated significant apprehension about their relationships with teachers, 

administrators, and other school staff (Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006). 

Once they transitioned to middle school, students reported a marked decline in the quality of the 

relationships with their teachers (Georgia Department of Education, 2015; McNeely & 

Blanchard, 2009; Wigfield et al., 2015).  This loss in the quality of student-teacher relationships 

is unfortunate as Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2014) described how the relationship between teacher 

and student is often the greatest factor in determining students’ connectivity to their school and 

school community. Akos and Galassi (2004) suggested that this connection to the school 

community can be an indicator of a successful middle school transition. Students reported a 

greater connection to their school community when teachers fostered a caring environment that 

supported their social needs (Wang & Holcombe, 2010).   

Additional Student Perspectives 

None of the three aspects of the middle school transition, academic, organizational, or 

social, operates in isolation. Bellmore (2011) described how students who experience 

unpopularity with their peers can experience more significant academic declines than their 

classmates who experience more positive peer relationships. Those students who have difficulty 

adhering to new behavioral expectations are more likely than their peers to experience academic 

difficulty and strained relationships with their peers (Theriot & Dupper, 2010). Wang and 
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Holcombe (2010) explained that each of these three aspects, individually or combined, can have 

a significant effect on student engagement. 

Disparate demographic student groups also do not perceive the three aspects of the 

middle school transition equally (Akos et al., 2015; Bailey et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2013). 

Chung, Elias, and Schneider (1998) reported that female students described peer relationships as 

the most stressful aspect of the transition to middle school whereas male students found the most 

difficulty with increased academic demands. Students from lower socioeconomic classes 

expressed concerns that they would not be as prepared for middle school as their more affluent 

peers (San Antonio et al., 2011). Minority students reported concerns about possible 

stereotyping, differentiated expectations, and discrimination in everyday interactions (Bailey et 

al., 2015; Hill, Witherspoon, & Bartz, 2018; Ryan et al., 2013).   

It is important to note that while the transition to middle school can be fraught with 

difficulties, many students do not experience the same challenges or declines that others 

experience during this transition (Akos, 2004; Akos & Galassi, 2004). Students described 

benefits such as increased freedom and making new friends as attractive features of transitioning 

to the middle grades (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Many students reported being excited about 

lockers and about the opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities such as sports and 

non-curricular clubs (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Students also looked forward to additional 

freedoms such as not walking in lines having some control over their schedule by choosing their 

own elective courses (Akos, 2002; 2004).  

There are many factors that may lead to a relatively seamless and successful transition to 

middle school. Madjar and Chohat (2016) proposed that those students who expect to have a 

positive transition are more likely to have positive experiences. Other research suggests that 
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students with parental support from their parents will have a more successful transition to middle 

school (Daniel, 2011; Hoang, 2010; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack, 

2007; U.S. Department of Education, Sustainability Series, 2009). 

Parent Perspectives 

Hill, Castellino, Lansford, Nowlin, Dodge, Bates, and Pettit (2004) defined parental 

involvement as the partnership between parents and schools to the benefit of students’ 

educational outcomes and success in the future. For many middle grades students, grade six 

represents their most challenging year and it is of the utmost importance that parents are 

involved in every aspect of the transition to middle school (Allen, 2001; Anderson et al., 2000; 

Georgia Department of Education, 2015; Mac Iver, 1990). Koppang (2004) characterized parent 

involvement as critical to young adolescents making a successful transition to middle school.  

Researchers have described two different forms of parental involvement with their child’s 

education; school-based involvement and home-based involvement (Pomerantz et al., 2007; 

Toren, 2013). School-based involvement involves actual contact with the school such as 

attending school events, teacher conferences, or regular communication with the school. Home-

based involvement relates to activities that take place outside of the school but are educationally-

related such as providing assistance with school work and course selection. Regardless of the 

type of parental involvement, studies indicate that parental involvement in a child’s education 

has been shown to have positive impacts on academic performance, behavior, attendance, and 

overall school climate (Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Daniel, 2011; Hoang , 2010; Hornby & 

Lafaele, 2011; Pomerantz et al., 2007; Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 

Sustainability Series, 2009). 

Despite the clear links between overall student success and parental involvement, 
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significant gaps remain between productive parental involvement and the rhetoric from educators 

and parents’ groups espousing its benefits (Hill et al., 2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Parents 

who are demonstrate limited parental school or home-based involvement are more likely to have 

children who partake in high-risk or antisocial behaviors and experience academic difficulties 

(Laird & Marrero, 2011). Further, Laird and Marrero provided that even if a parent was 

particularly active in their child’s education, the child’s mere perception of school or home-based 

parental involvement in their day-to-day activities was an accurate predictor of childhood 

behavior and academic success. More active school and home-based parental involvement and 

knowledge of an adolescents’ activities has shown to be predictive of greater academic 

performance and fewer incidents of negative behaviors (Daniel, 2011; Hoang, 2010; Hill et al., 

2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Laird, Pettit, Dodge, & Bates, 2003; Pomerantz et al., 2007; 

Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, Sustainability Series, 2009).  

Unfortunately, despite parents and schools having common goals, it is during 

adolescence that there is a precipitous drop in school and home-based parental involvement 

(Adams & Christenson, 2000; Crosnoe, 2001; Hill et al., 2018; Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of 

Education, Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, 2008). A myriad of reasons have been 

proposed for such a decline. Crosnoe (2001) theorized that the adolescent desire for autonomy 

may lead to parents becoming less involved in education. Parents may be less inclined to exhibit 

home-based involvement because they do not feel comfortable with their comprehension of the 

curriculum (Crosnoe, 2001). Toren (2013) suggested that the complexity in structure and the 

sheer size of a middle school discourages parental school-based involvement. The trust between 

schools and families may erode as students advance into the middle grades further complicating 

parental involvement (Adams & Christenson, 2000). Parents have reported that they are unable 
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to create the same relationships they had with elementary school teachers, and teachers with 

greater numbers of students and responsibilities are not as responsive and the number of teachers 

a child is assigned does not provide the opportunity to build a primary source of support 

(Pickhardt, 2011; Ryan et al., 2013).  

Akos and Galassi (2004) found that, like students, parents identified an increase the 

expected academic rigors, particularly the amount of homework that would be assigned to their 

children, as a potential stressor during the transition to middle school. In the same study, parents 

identified organizational concerns, such as their child getting lost, as a significant worry. 

However, Akos and Galassi described that parents, unlike their children, identified the social 

aspects of the transition to middle school as the most concerning. Their concerns may be 

detrimental to student success as some parents share cautionary tales of the difficulties students 

are about to face (Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992; Lorain, 2002). Once students made the actual 

transition to middle school, Akos and Galassi (2004) reported that parents reported new and 

unexpected responsibilities as the primary difficulty their children faced.  

Parents also described several positive aspects of the transition to the middle school. 

They described that their children making new friends outside of their typical social circles and 

an increase in personal freedoms as benefits to moving to middle school (Akos & Galassi, 2004). 

Parents also looked forward to opportunities for their children to participate in activities not 

available at elementary school such as band or extracurricular sports (Akos & Galassi, 2004.) 

Teacher Perspectives 

Teachers have an essential role in students’ transition from elementary to middle school 

(Akos & Galassi, 2004). It is critical that they are well-informed about the potential pitfalls for 

adolescents entering the middle grades and that they are able to supply the necessary supports for 
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the academic, social, and organizational challenges that their students face (Akos & Galassi, 

2004; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Beland, 2014; Koppang, 2004; Lorain, 2002; Public Schools of 

North Carolina, n.d.; Steinberg, 2015). 

Teachers seem to have a different outlook than their students regarding the transition to 

middle school, and researchers have noted little correlation between student and teacher 

perceptions of this transition (Akos, 2004; Akos & Galassi, 2004). Teachers believed that their 

students were more likely to identify social and organizational concerns as their primary 

apprehensions about moving to the middle grades, and they did not identify academic concerns 

as a priority for students (Akos, 2004; Akos & Galassi, 2004). 

Despite the influence of the middle school movement and brain development research, 

educators generally did not seem well versed in adolescent development, which led to increased 

transition stress for students (Andrews & Bishop, 2012). Teachers were often surprised by the 

inconsistency in students’ behaviors during the middle school years (Steinberg, 2011, 2015). 

Understanding the nature of brain development in adolescence helps explain why adolescents 

can fluctuate between mature and immature behaviors (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 

2011, 2015). This lack of understanding also leads to gaps in pedagogical stage-environment fit 

as teachers in middle school generally assigned work that required a lower level of cognitive 

skills than students were required to demonstrate in elementary school, which is contradictory to 

the needs of adolescents (Beland, 2014; Eccels et al., 1993; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; 

Simmons, Burgerson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987; Wang & Holcomb, 2010).  

While acutely aware of the importance of the relationship between the school and home, 

Hill et al. (2018) described how middle grades teachers stated that they often found it difficult to 

foster meaningful relationships with students’ parents and reported a loss of school-based 
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parental involvement. Teachers have many more students assigned to them compared to their 

elementary school counterparts (Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe and 

Drug Free Schools, 2008). Teachers reported that having such large numbers of students makes 

communicating effectively with parents less effective and less frequent than they would like 

(Hill et al., 2018; Pickhardt, 2011). Additionally, teachers were often dubious of the value that 

parents placed on their child’s education and home-based parental involvement (Hill et al., 

2018). This perception led to a lack of trust between the teacher and parent, further complicating 

this vital relationship (Adams & Christenson, 2000). Highlighting the need for stronger 

relationships and communication between the school and home, teachers admitted that they often 

formed their opinions with little knowledge of parent perspectives on education (Hill et al., 

2018). 

Model Transition Activities 

Creating programs to assist students with the transition to middle school is essential as a 

negative experience during the transition to middle school can have far-reaching effects on future 

student achievement (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Andrews & Bishop, 

2012; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Balfanz, 2009; Kieffer et al., 2014; Rice, 

Fredrickson, & Seymour, 2011; Tilleczek et al., 2007). Effective and comprehensive transition 

programs should provide benefits to students, parents, and teachers (Akos & Galassi, 2004; 

Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Hill & Mobley, 2016; Lorain, 2002). 

Fortunately, the literature provides a plethora of strategies and exemplars for districts that wish 

to create an effective, research-based middle grades transition program. 

It should be recognized that there are commercially available middle grades transition 

programs available for purchase. Those programs, however, will not be considered for the 
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purpose of this Problem of Practice dissertation. While not discrediting or discounting the 

efficacy of any such program, this study will focus on using the body of available research and 

the input of district stakeholders to create the framework of an effective, comprehensive 

transition plan for students moving from the elementary to middle grades specific to the 

expressed needs of stakeholders in this district. 

In some cases, state public education departments provide guidance pertaining to the 

transition to the middle grades. The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction provides 

educators with a list of strategies to consider when planning middle grades transition programs 

for their school or district (Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.). This list contains suggestions 

of activities for students and their families to implement prior to, during, and after the transition 

to middle school (Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.). The California Department of 

Education (n.d.) has a website devoted to the middle grades transition. This web site provides a 

wealth of resources and strategies for educators to address the middle grades transition, 

beginning in the fifth grade, but the intended audience of this resource is primarily educators 

(California Department of Education, n.d.). The Kentucky Department of Education takes this a 

step further and provides educators with a list of pre- and post-transition activities and includes 

detailed descriptions of those activities (Kentucky Department of Education, n.d.). This 

document also provides information for families and contains hyperlinks to a variety of 

secondary resources (Kentucky Department of Education, n.d.).     

One of the more comprehensive middle school programs is published by the Georgia 

Department of Education (2015). This transition plan contains a wealth of resources, including 

detailed descriptions of activities for parents, educational materials for both teachers and parents, 

and it also provides materials directed at students on topics such as adolescent growth and 
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development and middle school expectations and preparation and is presented in a 

developmentally appropriate format (Georgia Department of Education, 2015). 

Preparing students for the transition to middle school needs to begin while students are 

still in the fifth grade (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; 

Bailey et al., 2015). Part of this preparation is creation of transition teams at the elementary and 

middle school levels (Anderson et al., 2000; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; 

Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Hill & Mobley, 2016). These transition teams should 

consist of administrators, counselors, and teachers from the elementary and middle school that 

meet regularly to share information about students who will be transitioning to the middle grades 

(Anderson et al., 2000; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 

2006; Fields, 2002; Hill & Mobley, 2016). These teams should discuss the academic, social and 

organizational needs of rising sixth grade students (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Association for 

Middle Level Education, 2002; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016). Transition teams should 

collaborate to devise strategies for providing appropriate supports to those students deemed at-

risk (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Wormeli, 

2011). Students who are identified as academically or socially at-risk typically lack the skills to 

navigate their new learning environment, compounding previously existing problems, resulting 

in disengagement with the school community (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Balfanz, 2009; Cauley & 

Jovanovich, 2006; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014). Wormeli (2011) forwarded the idea that transition 

teams consider the needs of all students, not just those at risk and suggested the creation of 

instructional enhancements for those students identified as accelerated learners.  

The literature identified orientation programs as effective transition activities (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Bailey et al., 2015; Cauley & 
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Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Hill & Mobley, 2016; Wormeli, 2011). 

Orientation program activities that begin in the fifth grade include visits from sixth grade 

students to describe their middle school experiences (Bailey et al., 2015; Fields, 2002; McElroy, 

2000). Gilweski, and Nunn (2016) recommended that select members of fifth grade classrooms 

spend a day shadowing a sixth-grade student at the middle school and then report their 

observations back to their classmates.  

A common transition strategy often cited in the literature was a school tour (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Bailey et al., 2015; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 

2016; Hill & Mobley, 2016; McElroy, 2000; Wormeli, 2011). It was suggested that these tours 

be led by eighth-grade student “ambassadors” that could answer questions posed by rising 

middle school students (Bailey et al., 2015; Fields, 2002; McElroy, 2000). Fields (2002) 

suggested that the tour should familiarize students with the physical layout of the building, but 

also introduce procedures and expectations by allowing the visiting students to eat lunch in the 

school cafeteria.   

Summer orientation programs, such as picnics or other informal social gatherings with 

students, their families, teachers, and school administrators in attendance, were also suggested 

for continued engagement in the transition process (Bailey et al., 2015; Fields, 2002; Wormeli, 

2011). Parents and students were included in these events and allowed them to become more 

familiar with school and classroom procedures and expectations without the added pressures of a 

typical school day (Bailey et al., 2015; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Wormeli, 2011).  

As the beginning of the school year approaches, Gilweski and Nunn (2016) and Wormeli 

(2011) recommended that sixth grade students begin a half-day earlier the other students in the 

school in order to get acclimated with new environment and to meet with school leadership 
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teams to address any lingering questions or concerns. Once the school year starts, several 

researchers suggested that easily recognizable student ambassadors should be posted around the 

school to assist new students during class changes (Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; 

Wormeli, 2011).  

It is important that parents are well-informed, active partners in all facets of the middle 

school transition (Allen, 2001; Koppang, 2004). Wormelli (2011) described a program that 

begins this relationship with letter home from the middle school principal on last day of 

elementary school that includes an invitation to summer orientation programs. Wormeil also 

suggested that sixth grade teachers attend elementary afterschool events where they can 

introduce themselves to the parents of their rising students. Outreach to parents should increase 

as students prepare to begin their middle school careers (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Anderson et al., 

2000). The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1995) recommended starting parent-

to-parent support groups sponsored by school. Such parent groups would allow parents to 

network become more informed about this critical juncture in the lives of their children including 

information on adolescent brain research, student perceptions on moving to the middle grades, 

school expectations and procedures, and strategies for parents to remain involved with the school 

community (Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 

2016; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011; Wormeli, 2011).   

Assistance in the transition can also come from outside of the immediate school 

community. McElroy (2000) maintained that adult mentors can be effective partners in providing 

additional supports for students who are academically or socially at-risk. Business partners could 

provide extrinsic incentives for students meeting academic improvement, behavior, attendance or  
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other predetermined criteria such as public recognition ceremonies (Carnegie Council on 

Adolescent Development, 1995; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014; McElroy, 2000).  

School and district leaders should establish a middle grades transition plan that includes a 

timeline and activities that can be replicated from year to year (Koppang, 2004). While these 

transition plans should be repeatable, they should remain malleable enough to be tailored to the 

needs of each group of students (Gilweski & Nunn, 2016). Transition plans should be publicized 

by the district on websites and other media that can be easily accessed by stakeholders (Shoffner 

& Williamson, 2000). Any transition program should include activities that continue as students 

progress through grade six, and not merely the period immediately before and after students 

move to the middle school (Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & 

Nunn, 2016; Hill & Mobley, 2016). 

Summary 

Given the availability of research and model programs and activities to follow, it is not 

clear why there is no middle grades transition plan in this district. The lack of a cohesive plan 

has been noted as a concern by school leaders in this district. There have been attempts to create 

some semblance of a plan, mostly consisting of school tours and counselor visits, but nothing 

that would directly address the academic, social, and organizational concerns and challenges 

described in the literature. This transition, one of the most critical of a student’s life, can no 

longer go unaddressed in this district. 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN 

Background 

Students enrolled in this district exhibit an overall decline in standardized test scores 

when they transition from elementary school to middle school (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). There is ample evidence in the literature that indicates that, in general, 

this is not uncommon for students of this age group (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; 

Balfanz, 2009; Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995; Eccles et al., 2006; 

Malaspina & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008; McGill et al., 2012; Schwerdt & West, 2013; U.S. 

Department of Education, Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, 2008). From 2014 through 

2017, students in this district who progressed from grade five to grade six demonstrated a 2.9% 

average increase in the number of those determined to be grade-level proficient in reading as 

compared to a 4.9% average increase statewide during the same period of time (see Table 1). 

From 2014 through 2017, the number of students in this district who progressed from grade five 

to grade six who were deemed to be grade-level proficient in mathematics decreased by an 

average of 12.3% as compared to a 6.9% decrease across North Carolina (see Table 1).  

Student short-term suspension data also demonstrates dramatic changes between 

elementary and middle school. Data maintained by the district illustrated a marked increase in 

student short-term suspensions from grade five to grade six (see Table 2). From 2014 through 

2017, there was an average of approximately 124 short-term suspensions per year issued to fifth 

grade students while the average number of short-term suspensions for sixth grade students 

increased to 251 issued per year (see Table 2). The average length of short-term suspensions also 

increased as fifth grade short term suspensions averaged 1.8 days in length, while sixth grade 

suspensions averaged 2.5 days in length (see Table 2). 
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An effective transition from elementary school to middle school is an important building 

block for long-term student success (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; 

Andrews, 2011; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Balfanz, 2009; Kieffer et al., 2014; Rice et al., 2011; 

Tilleczek et al., 2007). It is, consequently, the lack of a clearly defined plan in this district for the 

transition from the elementary school to middle school which may be at least partly responsible 

for the disparities in state assessment and significant increases in student suspensions. While the 

district organizes minimal transition activities such as school visits and tours, any other activities 

are left to be developed and implemented by individual schools, with little in the way of district 

support. With no clearly shared vision or articulation between schools, students may be largely 

ill-prepared for the drastic changes in their educational experience as they transition to the 

middle grades. This lack of preparedness may lead to an increase in student discipline issues, and 

a decrease in student achievement as measured by state assessments.  

Participants 

 

The creation of this middle grades transition plan was the result of gathering input of all 

stakeholders and applying that information to the available body of research involving the 

middle school transition. Feedback from district stakeholders is an essential component of the 

formation of a middle grades transition plan (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Yoon et al., 2015). This 

feedback was sought from all district fifth-grade students and their caregivers, all district fifth 

and sixth-grade teachers, and a focus group of elementary and secondary school administrators.  

Design of the Study 

 

For this study, multiple data were collected and purposed to engage in an improvement 

science approach that would be most appropriate in obtaining stakeholder feedback and 

descriptive statistics. Improvement science is used to bring about change through the 
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combination of subject matter knowledge and profound knowledge (Langley, Moen, Nolan, 

Nolan, Norman, & Provost, 2009). Subject knowledge is that which professionals have acquired 

through learning and experience (Langley et al., 2009). Profound knowledge is described as “the 

interplay of theories of systems, variation, knowledge, and psychology” (Deming, as cited in 

Langley et al., 2009. p. 75). The application of improvement science can be integrated into the 

practice of Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) (Rohanna, 2017). While improvement science has been 

applied effectively in arenas such as the health care industry and in post-secondary education, it 

has yet to be widely adopted in the K-12 education setting (Rohanna, 2017). The PDSA 

approach to improvement science described by Rohanna, however, is a sensible methodology for 

this Problem of Practice.  

During the “Plan” phase, a course of action is developed and the impact is predicted 

(Rohanna, 2017). The “Do” phase focuses on the gathering of data (Rohanna, 2017). Reflecting 

upon the results represents the “Study” phase (Rohanna, 2017). Finally, “Act” means to do just 

that; to act upon the determined results (Rohanna, 2017). In the case of this Problem of Practice, 

the student transition to middle school was identified as an area of needed improvement (plan), 

appropriate research was identified and the input of stakeholders was collected (do), a middle 

school transition plan was created using that information (study) and the resulting plan will be 

introduced to executive staff of the district for their consideration for district-wide 

implementation (act). 

The strategies described by Andrews and Bishop (2012) and Akos (2002) were 

incorporated into the collection of stakeholder data. They described the integration of the 

thoughts and feelings of the affected stakeholders as crucial to the success of any transition 
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program. In considering descriptive statistics, student achievement data such as test scores and 

student discipline data supported the need for a comprehensive transition plan.  

Student feedback was collected, in part, through a series of surveys and prioritized 

utilizing a modified Delphi Technique. The Delphi Technique allows data gathering from a 

group of stakeholders in order to identify a consensus (Sandford & Hsu, 2007). In addition to 

consensus building, Sandford and Hsu (2007) stated that the Delphi Technique can be used as a 

needs assessment, which was a primary goal of student survey data collection in this study. The 

Delphi Technique typically begins with an open-ended questionnaire (Sandford & Hsu, 2007).  

For the purposes of this Problem of Practice, the Delphi technique was modified by providing a 

defined structure for initial student responses which would then serve as a foundation for 

additional iterations of surveys used for data collection (Sandford & Hsu, 2007). Student and 

parent feedback was collected in several phases as described by Akos (2002) while teacher data 

was collected via a single survey and administrator feedback was obtained through a focus group 

interview. This data, in conjunction with available research in the literature was compiled and 

used to create a comprehensive elementary to middle grades transition plan. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 

Data Collection Methods 

Permission to conduct this study was originally granted by the district on September 27, 

2016. Permission to begin data collection was obtained from the East Carolina University’s 

Institutional Review Board on March 7, 2017. All district fifth-grade teachers were provided 

with a sufficient number of student participation permission forms so that all district fifth-grade 

students and their parents were provided information and an opportunity to participate in this 

study. 
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The Qualtrics software program was used to design all surveys. Qualtrics was used to 

generate anonymous URL links that were emailed to teachers to distribute to students and 

parents, and allowed teachers to access the educator-specific survey. This method was used so 

that surveys could be completed anonymously and any individual responses were held in 

confidence. The Qualtrics program was used to securely house and analyze all stakeholder 

survey responses. 

Data collection was divided into four separate phases. Phase One of the data collection 

process provided fifth-grade students and their parents with similar twenty-item Likert-style 

questionnaires. The questions were categorized into four themes. On the student survey, those 

themes were academic engagement, student and teacher relationships, school engagement, and 

self-perception. These themes were not identified for students or parents on their respective 

surveys.  

The first five prompts of the student survey focused on academic engagement. These 

prompts presented students with statements that directly addressed academic issues such as the 

importance of grades and how difficult it is for them to complete their homework. The next five 

prompts on the survey addressed student and teacher relationships. These statements were 

intended to gauge student beliefs about the nature of the interactions they had with their teachers, 

such as if they felt liked or valued by their teachers, or if they believed they could trust their 

teachers to assist with problems beyond academics. The five following prompts fell into the 

category of school engagement. The purpose of these prompts was to determine student 

perceptions of their school by presenting prompts about topics such as school recommendations 

or the fairness of school rules. The final five prompts were grouped statements about self-

perceptions. Prompts in this theme were designed to gather information on student beliefs about 
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themselves by inquiring about relationships with peers and student impressions of their academic 

acumen. 

For the parent survey prompts were themed as academic engagement, parent-school 

relationship, school engagement, and student self-perception. The first five prompts on the parent 

survey focused on academic engagement. The statements in this theme were similar in nature to 

those on the student survey, but posed those inquiries in terms of parent perceptions of student 

academic engagement such as asking parents if they felt that their child has difficulty completing 

homework or if their child feels challenged at school. The next five prompts on the parent survey 

addressed parent and school relationships. These prompts were designed to identify school-based 

parental involvement such as communication between the school and home and opportunities for 

parents to be active in the school. The next group of five prompts focused on school engagement. 

These prompts were similar to the student survey questions regarding school engagement, such 

as school recommendations and the fairness of school rules. The final five prompts were themed 

as student self-perceptions. These prompts were comparable to the student survey regarding self-

perceptions but were designed to collect information on parent beliefs regarding student feelings. 

This was accomplished by presenting them with prompts such as inquiring about how their child 

felt about their peer relationships or if parents believed their child felt valued at school. 

In addition to the Likert-style questionnaire, Phase One of data collection also asked 

students and parents to describe no more than ten concerns they had about the transition to 

middle school and ten benefits they envisioned when considering the transition to middle school. 

Student and parent responses to the concerns and benefits sections of the survey were coded and 

categorized based on common themes. 
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Phase Two of data collection was provided to students only. In Phase Two, the ten most 

commonly listed themes identified by students as concerns and the eight most commonly listed 

themes identified by students as benefits during Phase One were provided to students. They were 

asked to rank each of the items from most concerning or beneficial to least concerning or 

beneficial. 

Phase Three of the data collection process involved the final student survey regarding the 

concerns and benefits they perceived as they prepared to move to the middle grades. Using the 

Delphi Technique, the lower ranked responses from Phase Two were eliminated from the student 

survey to provide them with five choices in each category. Students were presented with the five 

highest ranked concerns and benefits from Phase Two. Students were asked to rank each of the 

items from most concerning or beneficial to least concerning or beneficial.  

Phase Three also involved obtaining feedback from grade five and grade six teachers. All 

fifth and sixth-grade teachers employed by the district were presented with the five highest 

ranked concerns and benefits about the middle grades transition and asked to rank those concerns 

from highest to lowest as they perceived that their students would. Teachers were also presented 

with several open-ended questions about district and school level support for the transition to 

middle school. Fifth grade teachers were presented with five open-ended questions while sixth 

grade teachers had an additional question about incoming sixth grade students. 

At the beginning of the school year, and prior to the final phase of data collection, the 

administrators of two district middle schools agreed to implement three transition strategies that 

were developed through analysis of best practices available in the body of research. This was 

intended to serve as a small-scale proof-of-concept; that the developed strategies would have 

some effect on student adjustment after they transitioned to the middle school.  
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Phase Four of data collection was the final stakeholder data collection stage. Students 

who had transitioned into the sixth grade were provided with the same twenty item questionnaire 

that they were administered at the beginning of Phase One. Parents who had agreed to participate 

in this study were also given the opportunity to answer the same twenty item questionnaire from 

Phase One. During the Phase Four data collection period, a school administrator focus group was 

assembled and interviewed. The administrator focus group consisted of three elementary school 

principals and three middle school principals. 

Data Collection Processes 

All fifth-grade teachers in the district were asked to distribute student permission forms 

that would indicate that all children participating in the survey had obtained their parent’s 

permission to do so. The permission forms also provided parents with the opportunity to 

participate in the study. These forms were distributed to teachers via intradistrict mail courier on 

March 14, 2017 (see Appendix A). The consent forms were accompanied by a cover letter 

explaining the purpose of the consent forms and included a request that any signed consent forms 

be returned via intradistrict mail courier by March 20, 2017 (see Appendix B). Once returned, a 

spreadsheet was created listing those students who were granted permission to participate along 

with any parent emails if they also expressed a desire to participate in the study.  

To initiate Phase One of data collection, an email was sent to teachers on April 2, 2017. 

This email contained a list of students in their homeroom class who had received permission to 

participate in the study. The email also provided a URL link for the teachers to distribute to those 

students that would allow them to access the survey (see Appendix C). All fifth-grade students in 

this district have school-issued laptops, and teachers were asked to provide students a few 

moments during the week of April 3, 2017 to use their computers to complete the survey. Prior 
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to allowing students to complete the survey, teachers were asked to read a set of instructions and 

to provide students another opportunity to decline to participate in the study (see Appendix D). 

All of those students who still wished to participate in the study were then permitted to access 

the survey (see Appendix E). The parent survey was also distributed via email on April 4, 2017. 

This email included a request for parents to volunteer to participate in a focus group to be 

interviewed about the middle grades transition (see Appendix F). As with the student survey, a 

URL link was included in the body of the email that allowed parents to access the survey (see 

Appendix G).  

Once the Phase One survey period was completed, open-ended student responses 

involving their concerns or perceived benefits regarding the transition to middle school were 

compiled into common themes. The ten most commonly recurring themes in the concerns 

category and eight in the benefits category were used to create the Phase Two survey. This 

survey was sent to teachers using the same process described for Phase One on May 14, 2017 

with the request that the survey be completed no later than May 19, 2017 (see Appendix H). The 

survey asked students to rank the choices in each category from most concerning or beneficial to 

least concerning or beneficial.  The survey was designed so that students could simply drag and 

drop their choices into the order they desired (see Appendix I).  

The five concerns and benefits ranked the highest by students on the Phase Two survey 

were used to create the Phase Three student survey. The Phase Three survey was distributed to 

students using the same processes described in Phases One and Two. The survey was sent to 

teachers via email on May 28, 2017 with a desired completion date of June 2, 2017 (see 

Appendix J). The Phase Three student survey asked students to rank the five choices in each of 
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the concerns or benefits categories using the same drag and drop method used in the Phase Two 

survey (see Appendix K). 

Teacher surveys were also distributed during Phase Three. Prior to receiving the survey, 

fifth and sixth grade teachers were provided with an information letter distributed via email on 

June 1, 2017. The informational letter was intended to provide teachers with the purpose of the 

study and to assure them in advance that their participation was voluntary (see Appendix L). This 

survey was distributed to teachers via an email June 6, 2017, with a request that the survey be 

completed by June 12, 2017 (see Appendix M). This survey contained the same list of five 

concerns and benefits students described about the middle school transition and teachers were 

asked to rank them according to how they believed the students would rank them. The teacher 

survey also included several open-ended questions about how they perceived school and district-

level support for the middle school transition. The fifth-grade teacher survey posed five open-

ended questions about the middle grades transition (see Appendix N). The sixth-grade teacher 

survey had an additional question about student preparedness (see Appendix O). 

Prior to Phase Four of the data collection process, three transition strategies that were 

devised based on evidence from the literature were implemented at two district middle schools. 

These strategies were put in place as a small-scale proof of concept of the efficacy of transition 

strategies. One such strategy was to provide literature to parents and students about expectations 

regarding academic, social, and physical changes that students could expect during early 

adolescence. The student version of the literature also provided tips for students to become 

involved in their school while the family version of this information presented parents with 

suggestions for ways to get engaged with their child’s school. The literature that was provided to 
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students and parents is available for public use through the Georgia Department of Education 

(2015).  

Student ambassadors were another of the small-scale proof of concept strategies 

attempted at the two participating schools. Both principals were very enthusiastic about this 

strategy. The principals selected appropriate grade eight students to serve as student 

ambassadors. Students were selected based on their academic and social acumen and the 

principal’s perception of their skills as student leaders. Students wore large greeting stickers on 

their shirts with the words “Ask Me” written on them. The student ambassadors were posted 

throughout the school during class changes and sixth-grade students were encouraged to direct 

any questions about room locations or other organizational concerns to the student ambassadors. 

The final strategy employed as a small-scale proof of concept was an informational 

meeting held in conjunction with each school’s Open House events. The meeting was structured 

to provide parents and students with basic information about their respective school. Topics 

discussed included school arrival expectations, cafeteria procedures for breakfast and lunch, 

rules for changing classes, and other organizational issues. 

Phase Four of data collection began on October 8, 2017. District records were used to 

determine the teachers of those students who had permission to participate in the survey during 

their fifth-grade year. The survey was distributed to sixth-grade teachers via email with a list of 

students who had permission to participate. The email was sent on October 8, 2017 with the 

request that students be allowed to respond to the survey no later than October 13, 2017 (see 

Appendix P). The body of the email contained a URL to allow access to the student survey 

which was identical to the Likert-scale survey from Phase One. This survey was administered to 

determine any changes in student perceptions after the transition to middle school. Parents were 
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sent the Phase Four information about the Phase Four survey via email on October 11, 2017 with 

the request that they complete the survey at their earliest convenience (see Appendix Q). The 

body of the email included a hyperlink that allowed parents to access the survey which was 

identical to the survey they received during Phase One of data collection. This survey was 

administered to identify any changes in parent perceptions after their children had transitioned to 

middle school.  

The final segment of Phase Four of the date collection process was an interview with a 

school administrator focus group. The focus group consisted of three elementary school 

principals three middle school principals and was conducted on October 25, 2017. This interview 

was conducted in a semi-structured format with ten predetermined questions allowing for follow-

up based on the responses from the focus group participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Demographics 

Permission to participate in this study was originally sought for all fifth-grade students 

registered in 18 elementary schools across the district during the 2016-2017 school year. To 

obtain permission, 1,963 consent forms were provided to students. Each of these forms also 

requested parent participation in the study. Of these, 437 parents provided permission for their 

child to take part in the study and 181 parents agreed to participate.  

Phase One of the study saw 280 students access and complete the survey. Additionally, 

during Phase One, 55 parent surveys were completed and five parents agreed to be interviewed 

as part of a parent focus group. Without knowledge of which students had or had not completed 

the survey during Phase One, each of the 437 students who had originally be scheduled to 

participate received a link to the Phase Two survey. The Phase Two survey saw student 

participation increase to 290 students.  
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The next phase of data collection witnessed a drastic drop in student participation as only 

131 students responded to the Phase Three survey. Teacher response during Phase Three was 

also limited. Phase Three surveys were sent to 83 fifth-grade teachers and 71 sixth-grade 

teachers, which represented all of the classroom teachers employed by the district at those grade 

levels who were assigned a homeroom class. Of those, 21 fifth-grade teachers and ten sixth-

grade teachers provided survey data. 

During Phase Four of data collection, despite 45 original student participants transferring 

out of district, participation increased from Phase Three to 207 students. The level of 

participation at the seven district middle schools displayed a great degree of variance. One 

middle school had as many as 63 students participate, while another had as few as twelve. The 

two middle schools that agreed to the small-scale proof of concept had low participation levels, 

with one supplying 17 responses and the other slightly higher at 27 responses. There was limited 

parent response during Phase Four with only 35 parents providing data through the survey. The 

parent focus group did not materialize as one parent no longer wished to participate, one did not 

respond to repeated attempts at communication, and three transferred from the district between 

their child’s fifth and sixth grade years. 

Limitations 

This study attempted to integrate the feedback of all stakeholders affected by the 

transition from grade five to grade six. There was, however, limited participation from students, 

parents, and teachers. While 1,963 students had the opportunity to participate, only 22.3% of 

students received consent from their parents to take part in this study. There was also a 

considerable discrepancy in actual participation. Phase Two had the highest rate of student 

participation with 14.8% of grade five students responding while Phase Three saw participation 
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drop to 6.7% of fifth-grade students. When consent was sought, 9.2% of district parents agreed 

to provide feedback for this study. During Phase One of data collection, 2.8% of district parents 

responded to the survey and in Phase Four that number dwindled to 1.8%. Grade five teachers 

displayed the greatest participation percentage among educators as 31% of that group provided 

feedback, while 14% of grade six teachers responded to the survey. This limited level of 

participation raises the possibility that the feedback collected was not necessarily indicative of a 

majority of stakeholders in the district. 

Apart from the school administrator focus group, data collection was entirely anonymous. 

While it was hoped that this anonymity would encourage participation, it also created a 

limitation in the assurance of consistency in the collection of data. Because participants were not 

asked to provide any identifying information, there was no way to track which students and 

which parents supplied data during the data collection process.  

In order to remain bounded, the study did not consider the idiosyncrasies of different 

demographic groups. The study was intended to provide the insight of district students 

transitioning to middle school as a single demographic. The study did not differentiate between 

gender, race, socio-economic status, or special needs. Students within these subgroups may view 

the transition quite differently than the overall student population (Akos et al., 2015; Bailey et 

al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2013). 

Ethical Protections 

All stakeholders were informed that their participation was completely voluntary. 

Students were assured that all surveys were completely anonymous and that their responses 

would have no effect on their grades. Confidentiality was maintained throughout the course of 

this study. Student, parent, and teacher feedback was collected anonymously. The district in 
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which this study took place was not identified, nor were the names of any individual schools or 

administrators. All confidential data was maintained on secure, password-protected computer 

hardware and software programs. 

Summary 

Chapter Three described the elements of the research design that was incorporated into 

this study. It provided a brief description of the district and the surrounding community. The 

rationale behind the framework of the study and how that framework was employed to create a 

format for data collection. A description of how that data was collect was included. Limitations 

affecting the study as well as ethical considerations were considered.  



 

 
 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This Problem of Practice study was undertaken to create a comprehensive elementary to 

middle school transition plan. Stakeholder input, combined with research in the available body of 

literature was combined to create elements within that plan. The overarching theory of this 

approach was that the creation of a properly designed comprehensive transition plan with 

collaboratively focused activities for rising sixth graders based on stakeholder needs will 

increase academic performance, reduce undesired behaviors, decrease transition stress, and foster 

positive student engagement. 

District Level Assessment Data 

All district-level assessment data was collected through a publicly available reporting hub 

accessed through the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction web site (Public Schools 

of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). Data was considered for the fifth-grade cohorts 

from the 2014-2015, 2015-2016, and 2016-2017 school years. For this study, North Carolina End 

of Grade tests were used to determine student proficiency. The North Carolina End of Grade test 

is a state-wide multiple-choice assessment aligned with the North Carolina Standard Course of 

Study (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2017b). This assessment is administered to most North 

Carolina public school students in grades three through eight with exceptions for students with 

significant cognitive delays and some English language learners (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2017b). At the end of each academic year, students in grades three through eight who 

are eligible to participate in this assessment are tested in reading and mathematics and students in 

grades five and eight are additionally assessed in science (Public Schools of North 
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Carolina, 2017b). Students were determined to be grade-level proficient if they met minimum 

proficiency standards established by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. 

District Level Discipline Data 

For this Problem of Practice study, discipline data was obtained via reports maintained 

locally and made available through PowerSchool, which is the district’s student information 

system. School administrators in this district have a variety of consequences at their disposal to 

address disciplinary infractions. In the bounds of this study, however, only short-term out-of-

school suspensions were considered. North Carolina General Statute §115C-390.1 (2013) defines 

a short-term suspension as the exclusion from school for disciplinary purposes for a period of up 

to ten days. In-school suspension data was not utilized for this study as not all elementary 

schools in this district use that strategy as a disciplinary consequence, but all middle schools in 

the district have a staff-member dedicated specifically to manage in-school suspensions. 

Suspensions longer than ten days were also not considered as the district does not support this as 

a disciplinary consequence suitable for students in the elementary grades. 

Suspensions were divided into either subjective or objective behavioral codes. Subjective 

suspensions were those that required some level of opinion or judgement on the part of the 

teacher or administrator such as “insubordination” or “aggressive behavior”. Objective 

suspensions were those behaviors that were referred for a specific event or action such as 

“fighting” or “possession of a weapon”. Suspensions were divided into these categories to 

ascertain if students were more or less likely to be referred for subjective offenses depending on 

grade level or were more or less likely to engage in a specific behavior based upon grade level.  
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Phase One of Data Collection 

Phase One of data collection consisted of two elements. One component was the 

collection of initial student data and the second was the collection of parent data. To obtain 

parent permission for student participation in the survey, all fifth-grade teachers in the district 

were asked to distribute student consent forms that described the purpose of the study, how the 

study would be conducted, asked for parent consent for their child to participate in the study, and 

explained ethical protections. The permission forms also provided an opportunity for parents to 

participate in the study. These forms were distributed to teachers through the district’s interoffice 

courier on March 14, 2017. An email was sent on that explained the purpose behind the letters 

they would be receiving, asked the teachers for their support in collecting these forms, and 

requested that teachers return the forms via interoffice mail by March 20, 2017. Once the due 

date had passed, a spreadsheet was created listing those students whose parents consented to 

their participation in the study and recorded parent email addresses if they also assented to 

participate in the study. 

Phase One of data collection began on April 2, 2017. On that date, teachers with 

participating students were sent an email that contained a list of students in their homeroom class 

who had received their parent’s consent to participate in the study. Included in this email was a 

URL link to the survey that teachers provided to the students that allowed them to access the 

study. Teachers were asked to provide students a few moments during the week of April 3, 2017 

to use their school-issued laptops to respond to the survey.  

The parent survey was also distributed through email. The survey was accessed through a 

URL link embedded in the email along with a request for their participation in a focus group. 
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That email was distributed to parents on April 4, 2017 with the request that it be completed at 

their convenience.  

Once the Phase One response collection period expired, open-ended student and parent 

responses were coded and grouped by common themes. This collection and coding of open-

ended responses was the initial step in the modified Delphi technique employed to find student 

consensus in this study. The ten recurring themes in the concerns category and eight in the 

benefits category were identified and prepared for distribution to students in Phase Two of the 

data collection process. Coding was accomplished through the utilization of descriptive statistics, 

using verbatim statements and common vocabulary within responses. This limited the need to 

attempt to infer meaning in student responses. Parent responses were coded and recorded for 

consideration for the creation of a transition plan. Student and parent responses to the Likert-

scale questionnaire were cataloged for comparisons with Phase Four responses. 

Phase Two of Data Collection 

Phase Two of data collection represented the second step in building student consensus 

by applying the modified Delphi technique to student-supplied data. Student responses to the 

open-ended section of the Phase One survey were coded and categorized by common themes. 

The ten most commonly recurring themes in the concerns category and the eight most common 

in the benefits category were used to create the Phase Two survey. While the original intent was 

to have ten choices in each category, only eight benefits categories could be identified from 

student responses.  

Phase Two of the data collection process began on May 14, 2017. Teachers with 

participating students were sent an email on that date that contained a list of students in their 

homeroom class who had received their parent’s consent to participate in the study. The email 
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included a URL link to the survey that teachers were asked to provide to the students so they 

could complete the survey. Teachers were asked to allow students a few moments during the 

week of May 15, 2017 to respond to the survey with completion no later than May 19, 2017.   

The survey asked students to rank the choices in each category from what they believed 

to be most concerning or most beneficial to least concerning or least beneficial when considering 

the transition to middle school. The students were able to order their choices by a drag and drop 

method. The results were recorded and stored electronically in preparation for Phase Three of the 

data collection process. 

Phase Three of Data Collection 

Phase Three of data collection was the final stage in the student consensus building 

process using the modified Delphi technique. In preparation for this phase of data collection, the 

Phase Two survey results were examined and the lowest-ranked student selections from the 

concerns category and the benefits category were eliminated leaving only the five highest ranked 

themes in each. The remaining five choices in each category were used to assemble the Phase 

Three survey. 

On May 28, 2017, grade five teachers who had participating students in their homeroom 

were sent an email that contained a list of students in their homeroom class who were 

participating in the study. The email also included a URL link to the survey that teachers were 

asked to provide to the students so they could complete the survey. Teachers were asked to allow 

students time during the week of May 28, 2017 to complete the survey. 

The Phase Three student survey required students to rank each of the five selections in 

the concerns category and the benefits category from in order from most concerning or beneficial 
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to least concerning or beneficial using the same drag and drop method that was employed on the 

Phase Two survey.  

Surveys were also distributed to grade five and grade six teachers in the district during 

Phase Three of data collection. The survey was distributed to teachers via email on June 6, 2017 

with a request that they complete the survey by June 12, 2017. The email contained a URL that 

directed teachers to the survey to complete. This survey contained a list of the five concerns and 

five benefits that students had identified during Phase One and Phase Two of data collection. 

Teachers were asked to rank them from most concerning or most beneficial to least concerning 

or least beneficial according to how they believed that the students would rank them. The teacher 

survey also included several open-ended questions about how they perceived school and district-

level support for the middle school transition. The sixth-grade teacher survey had an additional 

question about student preparedness that was not included on the grade five survey. 

Phase Four of Data Collection 

Phase Four of data collection was initiated on October 8, 2017. Each of the district’s 

eight middle schools received students from three to six of district’s twenty elementary schools. 

District records contained within the PowerSchool program were used determine to which of the 

middle schools the students participating in this study were assigned. Those sixth-grade teachers 

who had participating students in their homeroom were sent an email on October 8, 2017. This 

email contained a brief explanation of the study, a list of those students in their homeroom whose 

parents had provided consent for them to participate, and a URL link that would provide students 

access to the final survey. The email asked that students be provide time to complete the survey 

no later than October 13, 2017.  
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Parents who had originally agreed to take part in this study were also asked to complete a 

survey during Phase Four of data collection. On October 11, 2017 participating parents were sent 

an email that contained a URL that provided them access to the survey. Parents were asked to 

respond to the survey at their convenience.  

The survey that was distributed to students and parents during Phase Four of data 

collection was identical to the Likert-scale survey they were asked to complete during Phase One 

of data collection. The purpose of repeating the survey was to determine if there had been any 

perceptions in the four themes encompassed in the twenty Likert-scale questions on the survey.   

Phase Four of data collection concluded with a school administrator focus group 

conducted on Oct. 25, 2017. The focus group consisted of three district elementary school 

principals and three district middle school principals, each with a minimum of two years’ 

experience at their current school. The focus group interview was conducted at the district’s 

central office. The focus group was designed using a semi-structured interview protocol allowing 

for additional questions based on answers to predetermined questions posed by the interviewer 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

Summary of Findings 

District Level Assessment Data Findings 

From 2014 to 2017, students in this district established an average 2.9% increase in the 

number of those students progressing from grade five to grade six who demonstrated grade-level 

proficiency in reading. During this same period, there was an average 4.9% increase in the 

percentage of students transitioning from grade five to grade six determined to be grade-level 

proficient in reading statewide (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). 

During the school years spanning from 2014 to 2017, the district averaged a 12.3% drop in the 
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number of students considered grade-level proficient in mathematics after transitioning to middle 

school compared with statewide 6.9% average decrease in the number of students who were 

determined to be grade level proficient during the same school years (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a) (see Table 1). 

Average grade-level proficiencies for district students in both reading and math were 

skewed by outliers in the three-year data sets. In the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 school years, the 

students of this district who transitioned to the middle grades demonstrated increases in reading 

proficiency, but that growth lagged behind statewide measures. Results of assessments at the 

conclusion of the 2016-2017 school year illustrated an increase the percentage of district students 

who had transitioned to the middle grades and were deemed reading proficient increased 

dramatically and surpassed state proficiency increases.  

In mathematics, a dramatic decline in the percentage of district students who had 

progressed from grade five to grade six and were deemed to be grade-level proficient was noted 

during the 2014-2015 school year. While declines in the percent of district students who 

progressed to the middle grades measured as grade-level proficient were noted in subsequent 

school years, those declines were not as pronounced as in the 2014-2015 school year when there 

was a 17.1% decrease in the number of students who transitioned to middle school and were 

determined to be proficient in mathematics. The state average of students deemed proficient also 

exhibited declines between grades five and six, they were not as steep as those measured within 

the district, with a state-wide average decrease of 6.9% (see Table 1). 

District Level Discipline Data Findings 

Students in this district who had transitioned to grade six were, on average, 

approximately twice as likely to be issued a short-term suspension, as the consequence for a 
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behavior, than they were while still attending elementary school. From 2014-2016, fifth grade 

students averaged 124.3 short-term suspensions issued per year. After those students transitioned 

to middle school, the average number of short-term suspensions assigned increased to 251 

annually. The average length of short-term suspensions for middle grades students was 0.7 days 

longer than those assigned in elementary school. The average length of a short-term suspension 

issued to grade five students from 2014-2016 was 1.8 school days. Once those students 

progressed to middle school, the average length of a short-term suspension increased to 2.5 

school days (see Table 2). 

The 2014 grade five cohort demonstrated significant increases in several subjective 

behaviors. During grade five, school personnel recorded 27 instances of subjectively aggressive 

behaviors. Once this cohort of students progressed to the middle grades, those behaviors rose in 

frequency to 49 reported incidents of aggressive behavior. Behaviors described as disruptive 

increased from 18 instances in grade five to 27 in grade six. Short-term suspensions for 

behaviors involving inappropriate language increased from eight in grade five to 22 in grade six. 

While representing only a small percentage of total reason codes for short-term suspensions, 

those behaviors described as disrespectful to faculty or staff quadrupled in frequency from two 

reports in grade five to eight in grade six. A decrease in short-term suspensions for behaviors 

identified as inappropriate was noted. Short-term suspensions for these behaviors decreased from 

seven in grade five to two in grade six (see Table 3). 

After they transitioned to the middle grades, the 2014 fifth grade cohort witnessed a 

dramatic increase in the number of short-term suspensions referrals, particularly for fights and 

assaultive behaviors. Behaviors that resulted in short-term suspensions identified as assaults 

increased from two in grade five to 23 in grade six. Similarly, there were ten short-term  
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Table 3 

 

Infractions Resulting in Short Term Suspensions (2013-2014 Grade 5 Cohort) 

 

 

Suspension 

Category 

 

 

Description of Behavior 

2013-2014 

Grade 5 

Infractions 

2014-2015 

Grade 6 

Infractions 

    

Subjective    

 Aggressive Behavior 27 49 

 Bullying 0 0 

 Disorderly Conduct 0 4 

 Disruptive Behavior 18 27 

 Disrespect of Faculty and Staff 2 8 

 Inappropriate Behavior 7 2 

 Inappropriate Language/Disrespect 8 22 

 Insubordination 3 7 

 Other 6 6 

 Total 71 125 

    

Objective    

 Assault on student 2 23 

 Assault on school personnel-not serious 0 2 

 Communicating threats 1 7 

 Fighting 10 71 

 Inappropriate item on school property 12 5 

 Possession of a weapon (not firearm) 1 7 

 Leaving class without permission 2 0 

 Leaving school without permission 2 0 

 Possession of marijuana 0 0 

 Property Damage 1 0 

 Sexual Harassment 2 4 

 Theft 1 4 

 Total 34 123 

Note. All of the behavioral descriptions listed above are selections available to those recording 

discipline referrals into the PowerSchool student information system employed by the district. 

Those behaviors listed as Other were recorded by the school using the behavioral code Other or 

Other School Defined Offense with no accompanying narrative explanation of the behavior.   

  



  
 

67 
 

suspensions for fighting administered to grade five students in this cohort for fighting. That 

number jumped to 71 short-term suspensions for fighting once those students transitioned to 

grade six (see Table 3). 

Students in the 2015 grade five cohort exhibited similar patterns in disciplinary referrals 

resulting in short-term suspensions in both subjective and objective categories. Subjective short-

term suspensions for this cohort involving behaviors described as aggressive leapt from 31 in 

grade five students to 73 in students in this cohort who had progressed to the middle grades. 

Short-term suspensions for behaviors described as disruptive increased from 20 to 28 as students 

transitioned from elementary to middle school. Short-term suspensions based on behaviors 

identified as disrespectful to faculty and staff increased from two during the fifth grade to 14 in 

grade six. There was once again a decrease in behaviors labeled as inappropriate as short-term  

suspensions of this type decreased from nine in grade five to six once students had transitioned to 

middle school (see Table 4). 

As with the 2014 cohort, the 2015 grade five cohort exhibited a substantial increase in the 

number of short-term suspensions based on assaultive behaviors and fighting. There were two 

short-term suspensions assigned for assaultive behavior in grade five, with this number climbing 

to 14 in students that had progressed to grade six. There were eight short-term suspensions issued 

to grade five students in this cohort for fighting which increased to 46 once these students 

transitioned to middle school. There were also four short-term suspensions issued to grade six 

students for marijuana possession, which did not occur during grade five (see Table 4). 

 When analyzing the 2016 grade five cohort, a decrease in the number of short-term 

suspensions for aggressive behavior was noted. There were 64 short-term suspensions issued to 

grade five students for aggressive behavior and this number dropped slightly to 60 short-term  
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Table 4 

 

Infractions Resulting in Short Term Suspensions (2014-2015 Grade 5 Cohort) 

 

 

Suspension 

Category 

 

 

Description of Behavior 

2014-2015 

Grade 5 

Infractions 

2015-2016 

Grade 6 

Infractions 

    

Subjective    

 Aggressive Behavior 31 73 

 Bullying 0 2 

 Disorderly Conduct 0 3 

 Disruptive Behavior 20 28 

 Disrespect of Faculty and Staff 2 14 

 Inappropriate Behavior 9 6 

 Inappropriate Language/Disrespect 10 13 

 Insubordination 3 6 

 Other 11 9 

 Total 86 154 

    

Objective    

 Assault on student 2 14 

 Assault on school personnel-not serious 0 2 

 Communicating threats 1 8 

 Fighting 8 46 

 Inappropriate item on school property 7 3 

 Possession of a weapon (not firearm) 2 0 

 Leaving class without permission 2 0 

 Leaving school without permission 2 1 

 Possession of marijuana 0 4 

 Property Damage 0 2 

 Sexual Harassment 0 2 

 Theft 2 5 

 Total 26 86 

Note. All of the behavioral descriptions listed above are selections available to those recording 

discipline referrals into the PowerSchool student information system employed by the district. 

employed by the district. Those behaviors listed as Other were recorded by the school using the 

behavioral code Other or Other School Defined Offense with no accompanying narrative 

explanation of the behavior.   
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suspensions as students progressed to grade six. There was also a marked decrease from grade 

five to grade six in the number of short-term suspensions for behaviors identified as using 

inappropriate or disrespectful language. There were 17 such incidents noted during grade five, 

with this number dropping to seven in grade six. There was also a decline in short-terms 

suspensions for inappropriate behaviors as noted in the previous two cohorts. There were six 

such suspensions during grade five and three after those students transitioned to middle school. 

These declines were met with increases in short-term suspensions for several other subjective 

behavior codes. Short-term suspensions for disorderly conduct increased from two to 13 from 

grades five to six with students in this cohort. There were eight short-term suspensions assigned 

for disruptive behavior in grade five. That number increases to 23 in grade six. Short-term  

suspensions for behaviors determined to be disrespectful to faculty went from five instances in 

grade five to 20 in grade six (see Table 5). 

Short-term suspensions based on objective behaviors in the 2016 grade five cohort 

followed patters established by the previous two cohorts. As before, there were significant 

increases short-term suspensions for assaultive behavior and fighting. There were nine short-term 

suspensions assigned to fifth-grade students in this cohort for assault and 25 once those students 

progressed to grade six. Short-term suspensions for fighting increased from 23 in grade five to 56 

in grade six. There were also four short-term suspensions for marijuana possession during grade 

six and none were noted in grade five (see Table 5). 

Student Perspective Findings 

 Student results from the Likert-scale survey provided during Phase One and Phase Four 

of data collection demonstrated a great deal of commonality when considering positive and 

negative responses. Positive responses to prompts were those rated by students as strongly  
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Table 5 

 

Infractions Resulting in Short Term Suspensions (2015-2016 Grade 5 Cohort) 

 

 

Suspension 

Category 

 

 

Description of Behavior 

2015-2016 

Grade 5 

Infractions 

2016-2017 

Grade 6 

Infractions 

    

Subjective    

 Aggressive Behavior 64 60 

 Bullying 1 3 

 Disorderly Conduct 2 13 

 Disruptive Behavior 8 23 

 Disrespect of Faculty and Staff 5 20 

 Inappropriate Behavior 6 3 

 Inappropriate Language/Disrespect 17 7 

 Insubordination 2 5 

 Other 5 14 

 Total 110 148 

    

Objective    

 Assault on student 9 25 

 Assault on school personnel-not serious 0 0 

 Communicating threats 2 9 

 Fighting 23 56 

 Inappropriate item on school property 8 11 

 Possession of a weapon (not firearm) 0 1 

 Leaving class without permission 0 1 

 Leaving school without permission 0 1 

 Possession of marijuana 0 4 

 Property Damage 3 4 

 Sexual Harassment 0 4 

 Theft 1 0 

 Total 46 116 

Note. All of the behavioral descriptions listed above are selections available to those recording 

discipline referrals into the PowerSchool student information system employed by the district. 

employed by the district. Those behaviors listed as Other were recorded by the school using the 

behavioral code Other or Other School Defined Offense with no accompanying narrative 

explanation of the behavior.   
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agree, agree, or somewhat agree. Responses were considered negative if students responded with 

strongly disagree, disagree, or somewhat disagree. A response of neither agree nor disagree was 

considered a neutral response.  

Student responses to prompts about academic engagement demonstrated that students in 

fifth and sixth grade held a generally positive perception of academic engagement (see Table 6). 

When asked if they felt challenged at school, 76.1% of fifth-grade students provided a positive 

response. When considering this same prompt, 78.8% of sixth-grade students also provided a 

positive response. As illustrated in Table 6, this trend continued for all prompts that focused on 

academic engagement, with little variation between positive and negative responses during Phase 

One and Phase Four.  

As shown on Table 7, the similarities between positive and negative responses continued 

with prompts regarding student and teacher relationships. For example, when responding to the 

prompt, “I like my teachers”, 94% of fifth grade students responded positively during Phase One 

while 90.8% provided affirmative responses during Phase 4 of data collection. When considering 

the prompt, “My teachers listen to me”, 91.4% of grade five students provided positive responses 

during Phase One and 90.3% of grade six students responded positively during Phase Four of 

data collection. One notable exception to this trend was student responses to the prompt, “I can 

get help from my teachers on my schoolwork when I need it”. In responding to this prompt, 

94.6% of fifth grade student agreed with this statement. Sixth grade responses to this prompt 

were still positive, but the percentage of student who provided positive responses decreased to 

86.9%. 

There were considerable differences in the individual levels of agreement in student 

responses to prompts regarding student and teacher relationships. While most students agreed  
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Table 6 

 

Student Questionnaire Replies to Prompts about Academic Engagement Comparing Phase One  

 

Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

         % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I feel challenged at school. P1 12.9 35.0 28.2 12.1 5.7 3.2 2.9 

 P4 18.4 30.0 30.4 8.2 4.3 5.8 2.9 

         
The work I do in school 

helps we when I am not in 

school. 

P1 

P4 

 

20.0 

18.4 

 

34.7 

31.4 

 

31.4 

31.4 

 

6.1 

9.7 

 

2.1 

3.9 

 

4.3 

3.4 

 

1.4 

1.9 

 

         
Good grades are important 

to me. 

P1 

P4 

79.3 

85.0 

17.1 

11.6 

2.8 

2.4 

0.4 

0.5 

0.4 

0.5 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

         
I get bored at school. P1 0.7 5.7 18.2 20.7 34 17.8 2.9 

 P4 2.5 10.1 16 21.8 38.3 9.3 1.9 

         
It is hard for me to get all of 

my homework done. 

P1 

P4 

0.4 

2.5 

1.4 

3.4 

3.2 

3.9 

9.7 

10.1 

15.8 

18.4 

38 

39.3 

31.5 

22.3 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Table 7 

 

Student Questionnaire Replies to Prompts about Student-Teacher Relationships Comparing  

 

Phase One Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

         % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I like my teachers P1 61.1 27.5 5.4 2.3 2.1 0.4 0.7 

 P4 47.3 36.7 6.8 3.4 2.9 1.9 1.0 

         
I can trust my teachers to 

help me with problems 

besides schoolwork 

P1 

P4 

 

28.6 

26.6 

 

33.6 

23.7 

 

20.7 

23.2 

 

10.4 

11.6 

 

2.5 

5.3 

 

1.8 

4.8 

 

2.5 

4.8 

 

         
My teachers care about me P1 52.1 31.1 10.7 3.9 0.7 0.7 0.7 

 P4 35.7 39.6 12.6 5.3 2.4 2.4 1.9 

         

I can get help from my 

teachers on my schoolwork 

when I need it 

P1 

P4 

 

42.5 

27.5 

 

41.4 

37.2 

 

10.7 

22.2 

 

3.2 

5.8 

 

1.8 

0.5 

 

0.4 

3.4 

 

0.0 

3.4 

 

         

My teachers listen to me P1 31.9 44.1 15.4 5.4 1.8 0.4 1.1 

 P4 42.5 30.9 16.9 3.4 3.4 1.0 1.9 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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that they liked their teachers, 61.1% of fifth grade students selected “Strongly Agree” to respond 

to this prompt, while only 47.3% of sixth graders selected the same response for that prompt. 

When considering the prompt, “My teachers care about me”, 93.9% of fifth grade students 

provided a positive response and 87.9% of sixth grade students responded affirmatively. 

However, 52.1% of fifth-grade students responded with “Strongly Agree”. The percentage of 

sixth-grade students who chose “Strongly Agree” for the same prompt declined to 35.7%. The 

prompt “I can get help from my teachers on my schoolwork when I need it” also exhibited 

declines in level of student agreement between Phase One and Phase Four of data collection. 

When reacting to this prompt, 42.5% students chose “Strongly Agree” during Phase One of data 

collection while only 27.5% of students selected “Strongly Agree” during Phase Four.  

Interestingly, 42.5% of grade six students responded that they “Strongly Agree” with the prompt, 

“My teachers listen to me” which is an increase from 31.9% of fifth-grade students who selected 

“Strongly Agree” for the same prompt (see Table 7).  

The same pattern of generally positive responses from students in both Phase One and 

Phase Four of data collection continued with prompts that queried students about school 

engagement (see Table 8). When presented with the prompt, “School is important to me”, 95.4% 

of fifth-grade students responded affirmatively during Phase One of data collection. This 

percentage decreased to 87.9% of sixth-grade students responding positively during Phase Four 

of data collection, but this was not coupled with a significant increase in negative responses. 

Neutral responses to this prompt increased from 1.8% during Phase One to 7.2% during Phase 

Four of data collection.  

Even though the trend of mostly positive responses continued with the school 

engagement theme, significant differences in the level of agreement between student opinions  
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Table 8 

 

Student Questionnaire Replies to Prompts about School Engagement Comparing Phase One  

 

Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

School is important to me P1 58.1 25.1 12.2 1.8 1.4 0.7 0.7 

 P4 42.5 32.4 13.0 7.2 2.9 0.0 1.9 

         
I would recommend my 

school to someone moving 

to my town 

P1 

P4 

 

32.7 

18.4 

 

34.9 

18.8 

 

14.0 

25.1 

 

12.6 

14.0 

 

1.8 

8.7 

 

2.5 

7.2 

 

1.4 

7.7 

 

         
Students at my school treat 

each other well 

P1 

P4 

4.7 

15.5 

20.8 

25.2 

40.1 

28.2 

12.9 

9.7 

11.1 

9.7 

5.4 

5.8 

5.0 

5.8 

         

The rules at my school are 

fair 

P1 

P4 

34.4 

22.7 

38.0 

31.9 

15.1 

21.3 

5.7 

7.7 

3.2 

6.8 

2.2 

4.8 

1.4 

4.8 

         

I feel safe at school P1 39.4 30.5 20.8 5.4 2.2 0.7 1.1 

 P4 35.3 34.8 15.0 6.8 2.9 2.4 2.9 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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emerged (see Table 8). When considering the prompt, “The rules at my school are fair”, 87.5% 

of fifth grade students provided positive responses during Phase One of data collection. Given 

this same prompt, 75.9% of grade six students provided affirmative responses to this prompt 

during Phase Four of data collection. Students also differed in the level of agreement with this 

prompt. During Phase One of data collection, 34.4% of fifth-grade students responded that they 

felt the school rules were fair compared to 22.7% of grade six students.  

Grade five students also displayed a more positive overall impression of their school. 

When provided the prompt, “I would recommend my school to someone moving to my town”, 

81.6% of grade five students provided a positive response during Phase One of data collection 

while only 62.3% of sixth grade students responded affirmatively to this prompt during Phase  

Four of data collection. Furthermore, 32.7% of fifth-grade students selected that they “Strongly 

Agree” with this prompt, but only 18.4% of grade six student selected this same level of 

agreement (see Table 8). 

Student responses to the prompt “Students at my school treat each other well”, 

demonstrated general agreement, but a lower percentage of positive responses when compared to 

other prompts within the school engagement theme (see Table 8). Only 65.6% of fifth-grade 

students responded positively to this prompt during Phase One of data collection while 68.9% of 

grade six students provided positive responses during Phase Four. Additionally, only 4.7% of 

fifth-grade students responded that they “Strongly Agree” with this statement compared with 

15.5% of grade six students. Results from this response also demonstrated that during Phase One 

of data collection, 40.1% of fifth-grade only “Somewhat Agree” that students at their school treat 

each other well while 28.2% of sixth-grade students provided this same response during Phase 

Four of data collection. 
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Similarities in student responses were again demonstrated when students responded to 

prompts that involved self-perception (see Table 9). Students reported feeling well-liked at 

school with 79.9% of fifth-graders and 82.1% of grade six students providing positive responses 

to the prompt, “People at school like me”. Student responses were very similar when responding 

to the prompt, “I enjoy going to school” with 78.6% of fifth-grade students responding positively 

to this prompt during Phase One of data collection and 77.4% of sixth-grade students providing 

positive responses during Phase Four of data collection. 

One notable exception to this trend in similar responses was responses to the prompt, “I 

think I am smart”. While 91.4% of grade five students provided positive responses to this prompt 

during Phase One compared with 79.7% of grade six students responding positively during Phase 

Four of data collection. Additionally, 39.6% of grade five students responded to this prompt by 

selecting “Strongly Agree” while only 27.1% of sixth grade students chose the same level of 

agreement (see Table 9).  

The most pressing transition concerns for students who participated in this study were 

academic in nature (see Table 10). Students identified the anticipated amount or difficulty of the 

work as their most urgent concern, with 32.1% of students ranking this as their top concern. This 

was followed closely by concerns for their grades as 31.3% selected this theme as their greatest 

concern with the transition to middle school. Bullying was the third highest-ranked concern, with 

18.3% of students selecting this as their greatest concern. Movement and friendships were 

ranked fourth and fifth, respectively. 

Academic concerns were also most likely to be ranked second on the list of student 

transition concerns (see Table 10). The amount or difficulty of the work was the most likely 

second choice for students as 31.3% of students ranked this second on the list of transition  
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Table 9 

 

Student Questionnaire Replies to Prompts about Self-Perceptions Comparing Phase One Survey  

 

Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I think I am smart P1 39.6 36.4 15.4 4.3 1.4 1.1 1.8 

 P4 27.1 36.2 16.4 9.7 2.9 2.9 4.8 

         
When I am at school, I feel 

like I belong 

P1 

P4 

17.9 

24.2 

36.6 

33.8 

21.5 

18.8 

14.7 

12.6 

4.7 

3.9 

2.5 

3.4 

2.2 

3.9 

         
People at school like me P1 19.6 33.2 27.1 11.8 3.9 2.5 1.8 

 P4 36.2 25.6 20.3 6.8 3.4 4.8 2.9 

         

I have friends that I can 

trust to help me with my 

problems 

P1 

P4 

 

58.9 

39.6 

 

18.9 

27.5 

 

10.7 

16.9 

 

4.6 

6.8 

 

3.2 

2.4 

 

1.8 

2.9 

 

1.8 

3.9 

 

         

I enjoy going to school P1 29.3 28.6 20.7 8.6 5.7 1.8 5.4 

 P4 26.6 30.5 20.3 12.5 0.8 3.9 5.5 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Table 10 

 

Student Rankings of Their Five Greatest Perceived Concerns about the Transition to Middle  

 

School 

 

  

Student Ranking 

 

Concern  1 2 3 4 5 

       

Amount of difficulty of the work  32.1 31.3 22.1 9.2 5.3 

Grades  31.3 26.7 21.4 15.3 5.3 

       
Bullying  18.3 20.6 9.9 22.9 28.2 

       

Friendships  7.6 9.2 24.4 25.2 33.6 

       

Movement  10.7 12.2 22.1 27.5 27.5 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given concern in 

order of importance. 
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concerns. Students’ grades remained of great concern to students as 26.7% ranked this concern 

second. Once again, bullying was ranked third with 20.6% of students selecting this as their 

second greatest concern about the transition to middle school. Movement and friendships 

remained fourth and fifth respectively. Establishing or maintain friendships was identified by 

students as the least concerning of the five themes, with 7.63% of students ranking it as their 

primary concern and 33.6% ranking it as the least concerning aspect of the transition to middle 

school.   

Echoing the sentiment that social maters were the least of their concerns, fifth-grade 

students listed friendships, including making new friends and maintaining existing friendships, 

as the greatest benefit of the transition to middle school with 26.6% ranking it first on their list  

(see Table 11). Twenty-five percent of students listed independence as the primary benefit of the 

transition to middle school. The fewest percentage of students selected extracurricular 

opportunities as the principal benefit of the transition to middle school as only 11.7% of students 

ranked it as their most pertinent benefit. Students did, however, consider extracurricular 

opportunities as the second-most important benefit of the transition to middle school as 28.1% of 

students ranked this second on the list, followed by 25% of students selecting friendships second. 

New school experiences were perceived as the least beneficial aspect of the transition to middle 

school with 28.1% of students ranking this the last of their choices. 

Parent Perspective Findings 

As with the student responses to the Likert-style questionnaire, parent responses during 

Phase One of data collection were, in general, similar to the responses provided during Phase 

Four of data collection. There were, however, noticeable differences in positive parent responses 

to some prompts, particularly those prompts in the parent-school relationships theme. Parent  



  
 

81 
 

Table 11 

 

Student Rankings of Their Give Greatest Perceived Benefits about the Transition to Middle  

 

School 

 

  

Student Ranking 

 

Benefit  1 2 3 4 5 

       

Friendships  26.6 25.0 14.1 21.1 13.3 

Independence  25.0 18.8 25.0 13.3 18.0 

       
New school experiences  20.3 11.0 18.8 21.9 28.1 

       

Personal growth  16.4 17.2 20.3 19.5 26.6 

       

Extracurricular activities   11.7 28.1 21.9 24.2 14.1 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given benefit in 

order of importance. 
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responses to prompts were considered positive if they were rated as strongly agree, agree, or 

somewhat agree. Negative responses were those in which parents responded with strongly 

disagree, disagree, or somewhat disagree. A response was determined to be neutral if the parent 

selected neither agree nor disagree when responding to a prompt.  

Parent responses to prompts in the academic theme were, for the most part, in agreement 

in terms of positive or negative responses, with several notable exceptions (see Table 12). When 

responding to the prompt, “My child can get extra help in school if he/she needs it”, 18.1% of 

parents provided a negative response during Phase One of data collection, but after students had 

progressed to middle school, only 5.7% of parents responded negatively to this prompt during 

Phase Four of data collection. The prompt, “It is hard for my child to get all their homework 

done” elicited a neutral response from 16.7% of parents during Phase One of data collection, 

with the number of neutral responses falling to 5.7% in Phase Four. The most glaring variation in 

parent responses to questions concerning academic engagement occurred when parents were 

presented with the prompt, “The work my child does in school is relevant to their lives outside of 

school”. During Phase One of data collection, 70.9% of parents provided positive responses to 

this prompt. This percentage declined to 51.9% during Phase Four of data collection. 

Additionally, 22.9% of parents provided neutral responses to this prompt during Phase Four 

compared to 9.1% of parents providing the same response during Phase One of data collection. 

Parent responses to prompts in the parent-school relationship theme demonstrated a wide 

variety of perceptions regarding the efficacy of the connections that exist between the school and 

the home (see Table 13). When presented with the prompt, “There is effective communication 

between the school and home”, 26.6% of parents provided a negative response during Phase One  

 



  
 

83 
 

Table 12 

 

Parent Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Academic Engagement Comparing Phase  

 

One Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

My child feels challenged at 

school 

P1 

P4 

27.3 

31.4 

43.6 

34.3 

20.0 

22.9 

1.8 

2.9 

5.5 

8.6 

1.8 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

         
My child can get extra help 

at school if he/she needs it 

P1 

P4 

18.8 

40.0 

34.6 

25.7 

23.6 

17.1 

5.5 

11.4 

10.9 

0.0 

3.6 

5.7 

3.6 

0.0 

         
It is hard for my child to get 

all their homework done 

P1 

P4 

1.8 

2.9 

7.3 

2.9 

16.7 

11.4 

16.7 

5.7 

7.3 

14.3 

34.6 

34.3 

16.4 

28.6 

         

The work my child does in 

school is relevant to their 

lives outside of school 

P1 

P4 

 

12.7 

2.9 

 

25.5 

25.7 

 

32.7 

22.9 

 

9.1 

22.9 

 

10.9 

14.3 

 

9.1 

8.6 

 

0.0 

2.9 

 

         
My child says he/she is 

bored at school 

P1 

P4 

0.0 

3.9 

1.8 

1.8 

1.8 

2.9 

7.3 

5.7 

12.7 

5.7 

45.4 

40.0 

30.9 

37.1 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Table 13 

 

Parent Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Parent-School Relationships Comparing  

 

Phase One Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

There is effective 

communication between the 

school and home 

P1 

P4 

 

18.2 

31.4 

 

40.0 

34.2 

 

14.6 

17.1 

 

0.0 

0.0 

 

18.2 

8.6 

 

3.6 

2.9 

 

5.5 

5.7 

 

         
There are opportunities for 

parents to be involved at 

school 

P1 

P4 

 

29.1 

34.3 

 

29.1 

40.0 

 

21.8 

20.0 

 

3.6 

2.9 

 

9.1 

2.9 

 

3.6 

0.0 

 

3.6 

0.0 

 

         
Besides Back to 

School/Open House, I have 

been invited to visit my 

child’s classroom 

P1 

P4 

 

 

23.6 

5.7 

 

 

32.7 

11.4 

 

 

3.6 

11.4 

 

 

7.3 

17.1 

 

 

3.6 

0.0 

 

 

20.0 

31.4 

 

 

9.1 

22.9 

 

 

         

The school encourages 

parent feedback to improve 

educational services 

P1 

P4 

 

58.9 

39.6 

 

18.9 

27.5 

 

10.7 

16.9 

 

4.6 

6.8 

 

3.2 

2.4 

 

1.8 

2.9 

 

1.8 

3.9 

 

         

Parents and educators at my 

child’s school work together 

as a team 

P1 

P4 

 

29.3 

26.6 

 

28.6 

30.5 

 

20.7 

20.3 

 

8.6 

12.5 

 

5.7 

0.8 

 

1.8 

3.9 

 

5.4 

5.5 

 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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of data collection. This number dropped to 17.6% of parents responding negatively to this 

prompt during Phase Four. A more striking difference was noted when parents responded to the 

prompt, “There are opportunities for parents to be involved at school”. During Phase One of data 

collection, 16.3% provided a negative response to this prompt. Only 2.9% of parents provided a 

negative response to this prompt during Phase Four of data collection. This perception changed 

considerably when parents were queried about direct involvement in the classroom. When asked 

to reply to the prompt, “Besides Back to School/Open House, I have been invited to visit my 

child’s classroom”, 34.9% of parents provided negative responses during Phase One of data 

collection while 54.3% of parents responded negatively during Phase Four of data collection. An 

additional 17.1% of parents provided a neutral response during Phase Four.  

There was, however, a general consensus regarding the school and the home working 

together. When presented with the prompt “Parents and educators at my child’s school work 

together as a team, 78.6% of parents provided a positive response during Phase One of data 

collection while 77.4% of parents responded positively in Phase Four of data collection. 

Prompts about school engagement revealed a greater sense of consensus from parents 

both before and after their children transitioned to middle school (see Table 14). Parents were in 

strong agreement that they believe their child thinks school is important as 92.8% provided 

positive responses in Phase One and 90.8% responded affirmatively during Phase Four. When 

presented with the prompt, “Students at my child’s school treat each other well”, 74.6% of 

parents responding during Phase One of data collection responded positively while 71.4% 

provided positive responses during Phase Four. It was noted that parents differed in their level of 

agreement to this statement as 12.7% of parents during Phase One of data collection selected that 

they “Strongly Agree” with this statement as compared to just 5.7% of parents responding in  
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Table 14 

 

Parent Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about School Engagement Comparing Phase One  

 

Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

My child thinks school is 

important 

P1 

P4 

45.5 

45.7 

40.0 

42.9 

7.3 

2.9 

1.8 

2.9 

5.6 

0.0 

0.0 

2.9 

0.0 

2.9 

         
I would recommend my 

child’s school to someone 

moving to my town 

P1 

P4 

 

32.7 

31.4 

 

34.6 

48.6 

 

10.9 

0.0 

 

9.1 

8.6 

 

0.0 

5.7 

 

5.5 

0.0 

 

7.3 

5.7 

 

         
Students at my child’s 

school treat each other well 

P1 

P4 

12.7 

5.7 

34.6 

40.0 

27.3 

25.7 

5.5 

5.7 

7.3 

8.6 

10.9 

5.7 

1.8 

8.6 

         

The rules at my child’s 

school are fair 

P1 

P4 

23.6 

25.7 

50.9 

51.4 

14.6 

8.6 

5.5 

5.7 

1.8 

2.9 

1.8 

0.0 

1.8 

5.7 

         

My child feels safe at school P1 21.8 40.0 14.6 9.1 5.5 7.3 1.8 

 P4 20.0 57.1 8.6 8.6 0.0 5.7 0.0 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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kind during Phase Four. Interestingly, parents perceived that their children felt safer at middle 

school than at elementary school. During Phase One of data collection, 76.4% of parents 

responded positively to the prompt, “My child feels safe at school”. Responses posted during 

Phase Four of data collection found that 85.7% of parents provided positive responses to this 

prompt. 

Parent responses were also in close agreement when considering prompts about student 

self-perceptions. When presented with the prompt, “My child feels well-liked at school”, 87.3% 

of parents provided a positive response during Phase One and 88.6% responded affirmatively 

during Phase Four of data collection. Parents also found close agreement when considering the 

prompt, “My child enjoys going to school”. During Phase One of data collection, 81.5% of 

parents responded positively to this prompt and 82.9% of parents provided a positive response 

during Phase Four of data collection. One exception to this agreement was parent responses to 

the prompt, “The school expresses high expectations for my child”. During Phase One of data 

collection, 76.4% of parents provided positive responses that prompt while 88.4% of parents 

responded positively during Phase Four of data collection (see Table 15). 

Parents provided 172 responses to the request to list factors they were concerned about 

when considering their child’s transition to middle school. These responses were coded and 

grouped into twelve categories based on common themes (see Table 16). The most common 

concern listed by parents was related to student-teacher relationships, with 36 parents noting this 

as their primary concern. Descriptions of these concerns included phrases such as, “my child 

being lost in the shuffle”, “not feeling that the teachers care”, and “my child going unnoticed by 

teachers”. Bullying was identified by 30 parents, making it the second greatest concern listed, 

with 28 parents simply using the term “bullying” without further explanation. Social pressures,  
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Table 15 

 

Parent Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Self-Perceptions Comparing Phase One  

 

Survey Responses to Phase Four Survey Responses 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

The school expresses high 

expectations for my child. 

P1 

P4 

21.8 

25.7 

40.0 

51.4 

14.6 

11.4 

9.1 

8.6 

5.5 

0.0 

7.3 

0.0 

1.8 

2.9 

         
My child feels valued at 

school. 

P1 

P4 

23.6 

20.0 

38.2 

42.9 

21.8 

22.9 

5.5 

5.7 

3.6 

2.9 

3.6 

2.9 

3.6 

2.9 

         
My child feels well-liked by 

other students. 

P1 

P4 

18.2 

11.4 

49.1 

54.3 

20.0 

22.9 

7.3 

2.9 

1.8 

5.7 

3.6 

0.0 

0.0 

2.9 

         

My child has friends at 

school that he/she can trust. 

P1 

P4 

25.5 

22.8 

49.1 

54.3 

16.4 

14.3 

5.5 

5.7 

3.6 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

2.9 

         

My child enjoys going to 

school. 

P1 

P4 

25.9 

34.3 

38.9 

40.0 

16.7 

8.6 

7.4 

11.4 

5.6 

0.0 

3.7 

2.9 

1.9 

2.9 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P1 = Phase One, P4 = Phase Four. 

Numerical values represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 

 

  



  
 

89 
 

Table 16 

 

Common Themes in Parent Listings of Concerns about Their Child Transitioning to Middle  

 

School  

 

Concern  Number of Responses 

  

Student and teacher relationships 36 

Bullying 30 

 
Social pressures 21 

  

Amount and/or difficulty of the work 20 

  

Parent and teacher relationships  12 

  

Organizational concerns 11 

  

School engagement 9 

  

Safety 7 

  

Grades 7 

  

Decreased academic rigor 7 

  

Personal responsibility 6 

  

Transition stress 6 

Note. Numerical values represent the number of parent responses coded into that category of 

concerns 
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with 21 mentions, and the amount or difficulty of school work, identified by 20 parents, were 

also commonly listed concerns about the transition to middle school. 

Parents provided 87 responses to the request to list things they perceived to be a benefit 

when considering the middle school transition. Parent responses to this prompt were coded and 

grouped into eight categories based on common themes. As illustrated in Table 17, two themes 

emerged as the most prevalent by a wide margin. Parents were most excited about their children 

having opportunities to participate in extracurricular activities. Twenty-eight parents listed 

“extracurriculars” as a benefit of transitioning to middle school. Of those twenty-eight, six 

parents listed “extracurriculars” or “extracurricular activities” without further explanation, while 

sixteen parents cataloged the opportunity to participate in school sports as a benefit of the middle 

school transition. Parents also perceived the opportunity for their children to experience personal 

growth as a benefit of the transition to middle school. Twenty-seven parents listed this benefit 

using phrases such as, “learning independence”, “a new milestone”, and “watching him grow as 

a person” to describe this perceived benefit of the middle school transition. 

Teacher Perspective Findings 

During Phase Three of data collection, teachers were presented with the five greatest 

concerns and benefits that students identified regarding the transition to middle school. Teachers 

were asked to rank those according to how they believed that that their students would rank 

them.   

When considering student concerns, 28.6% of grade five teachers perceived that the 

potential for bullying would be the greatest concern for their students (see Table 18). The amount 

or difficulty of the work was selected as the most pressing concern by 23.8% of respondents. Of 

those fifth-grade teachers who responded to the survey, 19.1% selected friendships or grades 
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Table 17 

Common Themes in Parent Listings of Perceived Benefits of Their Child Transitioning to Middle  

 

School  

 

Perceived Benefit Number of Responses 

  

Extracurricular activities 28 

Personal growth 27 

 
Social opportunities 15 

  

New school experiences 13 

  

New learning opportunities  12 

  

New classes and academic opportunities 10 

  

Changing classes 4 

  

New teachers 3 

Note. Numerical values represent the number of parent responses coded into that category of 

perceived benefit 
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Table 18 

 

Grade Five Teacher Rankings of Their Perceptions of Students’ Five Greatest Concerns about  

 

the Transition to Middle School 

 

 Teacher Ranking 

Concern 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Bullying 28.6 19.1 23.8 9.5 19.1 

Amount of difficulty of the work 23.8 33.3 14.3 19.1 9.5 

      
Grades 19.1 14.3 23.8 23.8 19.1 

      

Friendships 19.1 23.8 33.3 19.1 4.8 

      

Movement 9.5 9.5 4.8 28.6 47.6 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given concern in 

order of importance. 
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as their students’ greatest concerns about transitioning to middle school. The amount or difficult 

of the work was listed by 33.3% of grade five teachers as the second most concerning aspect of 

the middle school transition, and 33.3% listed friendships as the third most likely factor to cause 

students stress during the transition to middle school. 

When reflecting upon what students listed as perceived benefits of the transition to 

middle school, 38.1% of grade five teachers listed independence as what they believed was the 

most important to students. Grade five teachers also believed that extracurricular activities were 

perceived by students as highly beneficial as 28.6% listed this as what they felt students would 

identify as the greatest benefit of transitioning to the middle grades. These opinions were then 

juxtaposed as 42.9% of grade five teachers ranked extracurricular activities as the second most 

important benefit identified by students while independence was listed second by 33.3% of 

teachers. There was general agreement as the benefit of personal growth was ranked last by 

71.4% of teachers (see Table 19). 

Sixth grade teachers believed that students were most concerned about maintaining or 

fostering new friendships. Forty percent of sixth-grade teachers ranked this item as the primary 

concern for students that were transitioning to the middle school. Friendships were also selected 

by 40% of respondents as the second most frequently identified concern. Movement was most 

likely to be ranked as the least concerning aspect of the transition to the middle school by sixth-

grade teachers, as 50% of teachers placed it last on their list of ranked concerns (see Table 20). 

Grade six teachers, like their fifth-grade counterparts, felt that students would be most 

excited about the independence that middle school offers. Forty percent of sixth-grade teachers 

believed that students would identify this as the most appealing aspect of transitioning to the  
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Table 19 

 

Grade Five Teacher Rankings of Their Perceptions of Students’ Five Greatest Perceived Benefits 

 

about the Transition to Middle School 

 

  Teacher Ranking 

Benefit  1 2 3 4 5 

       

Independence  38.1 33.3 14.3 4.8 9.5 

Extracurricular activities  28.6 42.9 19.1 4.8 4.8 

       
Friendships  23.8 4.8 28.6 33.3 9.5 

       

New school experiences  9.5 19.1 28.6 38.1 4.8 

       

Personal growth  0.0 0.0 9.5 19.1 71.4 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given benefit in 

order of importance. 
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Table 20 

 

Grade Six Teacher Rankings of Their Perceptions of Students’ Five Greatest Concerns about the  

 

Transition to Middle School 

 

 Teacher Ranking 

Concern 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Friendships 40.0 40.0 10.0 0.0 10.0 

Amount of difficulty of the work 20.0 0.0 40.0 40.0 0.0 

      
Bullying 20.0 30.0 10.0 30.0 10.0 

      

Grades 10.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 30.0 

      

Movement 10.0 20.0 20.0 0.0 50.0 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given concern in 

order of importance. 
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middle grades. The themes of friendship and extracurricular activities both garnered 40% of 

teacher selections regarding the second-highest ranked benefits of transitioning to middle school. 

Seventy percent of teachers indicated that they believed that students would identify personal 

growth as the least beneficial aspect of the transition to middle school (see Table 21). 

When presented with the prompt, “What, if any, transition activities are you aware of that 

are sponsored by the district?,” responses were received from all 21 fifth grade teachers who 

participated in the survey. Of those, 17 mentioned a trip to the appropriate middle school, two 

offered required transition meetings for exceptional children, and two stated that they were not 

aware of any district supported transition activities. Sixth grade teachers provided ten responses 

to this prompt. Six mentioned a fifth-grade visit to the school, two described mandatory 

transition meetings for exceptional children, one respondent could not recall any district 

sponsored events and one teacher provided an unrelated response. 

Teachers were then asked to describe any transition activities that their individual schools 

organized. This garnered 19 responses from grade five educators. Nine respondents again cited a 

visit to the appropriate middle school. There were three mentions of an orientation or “step-up” 

night, three responses indicated that the school did not plan any transition activities, two 

responses were unrelated to the prompt, one respondent described a classroom visit from a 

middle school student and one response stated that the students began rotating teachers to model 

the movement between classes that would occur and the middle school.  

Although only ten sixth-grade teachers responded to the survey, they provided fifteen 

transition activities that were organized by their schools. There were five mentions of a “step-up” 

night or orientation. Three respondents stated that administration visited new sixth grade 

homerooms during the first days of school to clarify middle school expectations. There were  
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Table 21 

 

Grade Six Teacher Rankings of Their Perceptions of Students’ Five Greatest Perceived Benefits  

 

about the Transition to Middle School 

 

  Teacher Ranking 

Benefit  1 2 3 4 5 

       

Independence  40.0 10.0 10.0 30.0 10.0 

Extracurricular activities  30.0 40.0 20.0 10.0 0.0 

       
Friendships  20.0 40.0 30.0 0.0 10.0 

       

Personal growth  10.0 0.0 0.0 20.0 70.0 

       

New school experiences   0.0 10.0 40.0 40.0 10.0 

Note. Numerical values represent the percentage of participants who ranked a given benefit in 

order of importance. 
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three responses that claimed the fifth-grade trip to the middle school was a school sponsored 

activity. Two respondents said that school counselors visited classrooms to discuss middle 

school expectations, one response detailed the rehearsal of movement around the school during 

the first days of the school year, and one teacher stated there were “Curriculum Nights” for 

parents but did not elaborate. 

The next prompt asked teachers to describe activities they thought should be undertaken 

prior to the transition to middle school to better prepare students for a new learning environment. 

There was a total of 20 responses from fifth-grade teachers. Six responses were unrelated or did 

not describe activities. This included responses such as, “They need to be more responsible”, or, 

“I don’t like the way the middle school schedules electives”. Three responses requested visits 

from middles school teachers to discuss changing expectations. Two respondents suggested 

summer orientation or “ice-breaker” activities. There were several recommendations for 

activities to assist students with organizational concerns including two respondents who 

suggested practice with padlocks and two proposals for students to learn how to switch classes 

effectively. One teacher advocated for more effective vertical articulation with the middle 

school, one who felt there should be more parent-centered activities to prepare them for the 

middle school, and one teacher declared that students “integrate well with change” and therefore 

no transition activities were necessary. 

When sixth-grade teachers were provided with the same prompt described above, they 

supplied seven responses. Three of those who replied to this prompt described the need for 

greater articulation between fifth and sixth-grade teachers. There were two unrelated responses, 

one respondent suggested that students learn to move efficiently between classes, and one 

suggested a “Ready Packet” but did not provide further detail. 
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Teachers were then asked to describe activities they felt would be helpful to students after 

they transition to the middle grades. Sixteen responses were received from grade five teachers. 

Seven of those responses indicated that teachers are unfamiliar with what strategies might be 

available to students after the transition to middle school. As one teacher provided, “I am unsure 

because I don't know what happens at the middle school after they arrive.” Three respondents 

recommended having time set aside to teach students appropriate organizational skills, two 

responses suggested a visit from recently transitioned sixth grade students to describe their 

experience, two others did not describe any specific activities, and one response suggested 

sessions designed to allow students to get to know each other better. On a positive note, one 

teacher stated they believed that the middle school that received their students had strong 

supports in place for students transitioning to grade six.  

Nine sixth grade teachers responded to the prompt inquiring about post-transition 

activities. Two responses suggested teaching organizational skills to students, and two others 

recommended parent informational sessions to familiarize parents with middle grades 

expectations. Conducting team building activities, teaching study skills, one-on-one discussions 

with school counselors, and providing students with a mentor from a higher grade level were 

each forwarded by a single respondent. One respondent provided a response unrelated to the 

prompt. 

The final prompt presented to fifth-grade teachers requested that they propose specific 

skills or information that they believed students needed prior to transitioning to the middle 

grades. There were 25 responses recorded for this prompt. Eight of the responses described 

personal accountability or responsibility as a prerequisite skill necessary for middle school. 

Organizational skills and time-management were each noted in six responses. Two responses did 
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not describe any specific skills or information, with one respondent placing the onus on sixth-

grade teachers by remarking, “If the teachers and faculty are competent, the students should 

adjust easily.”   

When responding to this same prompt, sixth-grade teachers provided ten responses. Five 

of those responses described organization as a prerequisite skill that students should learn prior 

to transitioning to middle school. Three respondents mentioned specific academic skills such as 

“Students need to know their times tables”, or, “They should be able to write a complete 

paragraph.” One teacher suggested time-management and one other recommended skills in 

conflict resolution. 

The final prompt of the Phase Three teacher survey was presented only to grade six 

teachers. This prompt asked teachers to describe skills that students frequently lacked when they 

transition to the middle grades. This prompt garnered eight responses. Five of those responses 

described specific academic skills such as “Fundamental math skills”, or, “reading 

comprehension.” Two respondents believed that students lacked prerequisite organizational skills 

necessary for middle school, and one teacher described a need for students to learn self-

regulation by stating that student need to be able to “deal with their emotions.” 

Principal Perspective Findings 

Six principals, three elementary school and three middle school, participated in a focus 

group with the purpose of gaining insight into the perspectives of school administrators 

regarding the transition from elementary to middle school. The interview was conducted in a 

semi-structured format to allow for follow-up questions based on responses from the focus group 

participants.  
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Principal E1 has been an elementary school principal for three years, all three years in her 

current position in the district. Principal E2 has been both middle grades principal and an 

elementary school principal. She has been in her current role as an elementary school principal 

for the past three years. Principal E3 has been an elementary school principal for three years, all 

in her current position. Principal M1 is a middle school principal with three years of 

administrative experience in his current position. Principal M2 has been a middle school 

principal for seven years, all of those years at the same school. Principal M3 has been in her 

current position as a middle grades principal for the past three years. 

When asked about district initiatives, the middle school principals mentioned the middle 

school visits that the district organized on an annual basis. Principal M2 liked the fact that all of 

the visits across the district took place on the same day remarking, “One of the things I like about 

it is its one set day where all of the kids get to move. You’re not trying to come up with different 

programs, things like that.” Principal M1 added, “I like the fact that the district handles 

transportation. We just have to have a program ready for our incoming sixth graders.” When 

asked to elaborate about those programs, Principal M1 stated: 

Well, we usually have an overview of the school; a tour of the school. We also 

have…they are not used to doing encore classes or electives, so our encore teachers 

usually do a little…our band plays a little bit, our orchestra plays, and our chorus sings. 

Then we have other little presentations. Just a nice way to show the transition from 

elementary to…those are the cool things we can eventually get to in middle school. 

The participants were then asked to discuss vertical articulation between the elementary 

schools and the middle schools. Principal E1 commented, “Last year, we had a day where we, as 

elementary school teachers, went over, we kind of followed along what a day would be like for 
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our students rising up”, but went on to say that they did not actually sit down with the fifth-grade 

teachers to discuss students beyond cursory discussions about programs. This was echoed by 

Principal M2, who added vertical articulation at her site was limited to transition meetings 

required by programs for exceptional children. Principal E3 then interjected: 

One thing we do is use placement cards when children move from one grade to the next, 

so when we do those with our fifth-grade students, I bundle those up and send, I take 

those to the middle school so that they have...they have information like what kids 

shouldn’t be together or…things that we share between grade levels, but we don’t sit 

down and talk about it. 

Principal M1 added: 

I purposely don’t really ask what they are doing in fifth-grade and what the expectations 

are for them in sixth grade. I like to start fresh. I like for my teachers to start fresh. I don’t 

want any preconceived notions about this kid and how they acted in fifth grade. It helps 

us to start that transition. That’s why we don’t do that.  

Principal M2 commented: 

We could use some more, you know, direction from the district, I guess, but I don’t like 

the idea of being told that “You have to do this or that.” I like that we can kind of…we 

are allowed to do our own thing.  

Principals M1, M3 and E1 indicated their agreement with this statement. 

In general, the middle school principals did not acknowledge directly engaging staff 

members in professional development involving current research about adolescent development. 

This was confirmed as Principal M1 stated: 
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Nothing but what the district might provide for professional development, but it’s not 

like, “because you’re a sixth-grade teacher you need to be sitting in on this”. I think 

hopefully, professionally, because they are in this business, they are kind of aware, and 

they are taking self-initiative, whether they are a veteran teacher or a brand-new teacher. 

But a formal…we don’t. 

Principal M3 further provided, “I share research articles throughout the year, like in Monday 

morning memos and things like that on middle school behavior and motivations and things like 

that.” Principal M1 admitted that it has been something he had been considering. As he stated: 

We don’t do it per se, as far as to sit down and talk about the psyche of a middle school 

kid, but it is absolutely something I’ve been trying to put more and more thought to. 

Thinking about what kind of professional development I could do with the whole staff 

because I think sometimes teachers miss that connection of becoming an adolescent or 

the mental state of an adolescent. I think it is absolutely something we need to look into, 

but right now we don’t do it formally. 

 The lack of continuing education provided to staff led to very brief answers when 

principals were asked how they, without addressing current research on adolescent development 

with staff, could assure that classroom activities were developmentally appropriate. Principal M2 

replied simply, “Walkthroughs. I use frequent walkthroughs so I know what they are doing”. 

Principal M1 added, “I use my counselors to help with that.” Principal M3 affirmed that response 

be stating, “Yes, counselors are key.” 

The questions then turned to student perceptions. The elementary school principals were 

asked what they perceived were the students’ greatest concerns about transitioning to middle 

school. Principal E3 said: 
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Hallways. It used to be lockers, but middle schools don’t…I don’t think they are using 

lockers at the middle school we feed into anymore and I think they know that now. They 

are afraid of getting lost, and they are afraid of not having the friendships. I think they are 

afraid, you know, they have heard so much about bullying in social media, from older 

siblings…” 

Principal E2 then interjected: 

They are afraid that they are going from one of thirty in a classroom to one of three-

hundred and that they are going to get lost, they are going to get bullied. They are really 

worried that they are not going to have…relationships are different with four or five 

teachers than with one. 

Principal M2 added: 

I would like to throw in that there are parents on that same level. “My child is going to 

get lost or stuffed into a locker. We heard this happened last year.” Those are some of the 

myths that come along with the middle school.  

This declaration was met with enthusiastic agreement from the other principals in the focus 

group. 

This response from Principal M2 led to inquiries about fostering parental involvement 

with the transition to middle school. Principal M2 responded by stating that “Constant 

communication is the big piece.” When pressed for specific strategies for fostering effective 

communication with parents, Principal M3 said: 

Well…we try. It all starts with the teachers. Ensuring that they understand…they have to 

think of parents. We have their most important commodity. We have to understand the 

emotional piece, the compassionate piece. They don’t care that they are one of three-
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hundred. It’s their child. We have so much technology that teachers want to shoot off an 

email and they forget how much more important a voice to voice communication is. 

These comments about compassion led to a question about possible strategies for 

building a community of care for students. Principal M1 stated that he stressed consistency with 

his teachers. He claimed that discipline was consistent and that violations for rules infractions 

were applied equally across the student population. Principal M3 added that, “There is not as 

much tolerance for bad behavior in the middle school. I think sometimes it’s quite a shock for 

some parents.” When pressed about whether parents were shocked at the behavior or the 

consequence, all three middle school principals responded simultaneously that they believed that 

both the behavior and the consequence attributed to parent responses. 

A follow-up question about preparation of student behavior led to Principal E1 

suggesting: 

I think it can go either way. You know, at elementary school we have some of the same 

expectations for behavior as the middle school. You know, you can’t put your hands on 

anybody rule, but, I have 115 fifth-graders, it looks different. I think it is handled 

differently at elementary school, simply because I don’t have three-hundred kids with 

more freedom. It is easier for me to involve a counselor in mediation. A teacher only has 

30 kids. It is much easier to head things off before they get out of hand. 

Principal M3 concluded that this behavior takes on a different purpose in middle school by 

stating that, “In middle school, kids are jockeying for position. In elementary school, maybe it 

was just playing around and being silly, but it gets serious in sixth grade. Finding your place.”   

The focus group interview concluded with a question about additional transition supports that 

they would like to receive from the district. Principal M2 declared: 
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I would like to see more in the way of emotional supports for students. You know, you 

mentioned giving teachers information about adolescents and how they grow, how they 

change. I think the kids…they need to hear that, too. They need those lessons, too; before 

they get to middle school. More of a concerted effort between fifth and sixth-grade 

counselors to let them know, “OK, you’re ten, you are about to become eleven. These are 

some things that are going to start happening to you. To your body, your mind.”   

Principal E2 interrupted to say they do present students with that information, but not until late in 

the school year. Principal M2 argued that information about adolescent changes should be 

presented much earlier and as an ongoing process throughout fifth grade. This statement was met 

with consensus from all of the participants of the focus group. 

Small-Scale Proof of Concept Findings 

Results from the small-scale proof of concept were gathered during Phase Four of 

collection. Two middle schools, designated School A and School B, implemented three transition 

strategies to determine what, if any, effect these activities would have on student responses to the 

Likert-scale questionnaire. With a few exceptions, little change was noted in the percentage of 

positive responses between the district-wide survey and the results at each of the individual 

schools that implemented the small-scale proof-of-concept strategies. 

When examining prompts related to academic engagement, there was an increase of 5.3% 

of students at School B reporting that they felt challenged at school (see Table 22). As illustrated 

in Table 22, there was a significant increase in the number of students at School A who reported 

being able to receive academic assistance from their teachers when compared to district-wide 

responses. While 27.5% of students across the district selected “Strongly Agree” in response to 
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Table 22 

  

Student Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Academic Engagement Comparing District- 

 

Wide Phase Four Survey Responses with Two Schools that Implemented Three Transition  

 

Strategies as a Small-Scale Proof-of-Concept  

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I feel challenged at school P4 18.4 30.0 30.4 8.2 4.3 5.8 2.9 

 P4A 17.7 41.2 17.7 0.0 0.0 11.8 11.8 

 P4B 37.0 33.3 14.8 7.4 3.7 3.7 0.0 

         

The work I do in school 

helps we when I am not in 

school 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

18.4 

17.7 

25.9 

31.4 

41.2 

14.8 

31.4 

17.7 

40.7 

9.7 

0.0 

3.7 

3.9 

0.0 

7.4 

3.4 

11.8 

7.4 

1.9 

11.8 

0.0 

         

Good grades are important 

to me 

 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

85.0 

82.4 

88.9 

11.6 

11.8 

3.7 

2.4 

0.0 

3.7 

0.5 

0.0 

3.7 

0.5 

5.9 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

         

I get bored at school P4 2.5 10.1 16 21.8 38.3 9.3 1.9 

 P4A 5.9 11.8 17.7 17.7 23.5 11.8 11.8 

 P4B 3.7 20.1 18.5 18.5 29.6 3.7 5.8 

         

It is hard for me to get all of 

my homework done 

P4 

P4A 

0.4 

0.0 

1.4 

0.0 

3.2 

23.5 

9.7 

35.3 

15.8 

17.7 

38 

17.7 

31.5 

5.9 

 P4B 3.7 3.7 25.9 7.4 29.6 22.2 7.4 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P4 = District Phase Four Responses, 

P4A = Phase Four School A Responses, P4B = Phase 4 School B Responses. Numerical values 

represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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this prompt, 64.7% of students from School A selected “Strongly Agree”. When considering 

school engagement, a higher percentage of students at School B reported a greater  

overall satisfaction with their school (see Table 23). Across the district 18.4% of students 

responded that they “Strongly Agree” to the prompt “I would recommend my school to someone 

moving to my town”. By comparison, 48.2% of students from School B selected “Strongly 

Agree” when responding to this prompt. Finally, when responding to prompts about self-

perceptions, students at both School A and School B reported closer connections with their peers 

than students across the district (see Table 24). When presented with the prompt, “I have friends 

that I can trust to help me with my problems”, 39.6% of students district-wide selected “Strongly 

Agree” when providing a response. At School A, 52.9% of students responded that they 

“Strongly Agree” with this statement while 66.7% of students at School B provided a response of 

“Strongly Agree” to this prompt (see Table 25). 

Significance of Findings 

Significance District Level Assessment Data Findings 

As evidenced in the literature, it is common for students who enter the middle grades to 

experience declines in academic proficiency (Alspaugh, 1998; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; 

Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Eccles et al., 2006; 

Kim et al., 2014; McGill et al., 2012; Shoffner & Williamson, 2000). This was certainly true of 

mathematics proficiency in this district and across the state. While a 17.1% decrease in the 

percentage of students deemed proficient in mathematics in 2014-2015 skewed the three-year 

average lower, the two subsequent years indicated an average 10.1% decrease in the percentage 

of students who transitioned to middle school and were determined to be grade-level proficient 

which was a significantly larger decrease than the state average during that same period of time. 
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Table 23 

 

Student Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Student-Teacher Relationships Comparing  

 

District-Wide Phase Four Survey Responses with Two Schools that Implemented Three  

 

Transition Strategies as a Small-Scale Proof-of-Concept 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I like my teachers P4 47.3 36.7 6.8 3.4 2.9 1.9 1.0 

 P4A 47.1 29.4 0.0 11.8 5.9 0 5.9 

 P4B 29.6 37.0 11.1 7.4 3.7 7.4 3.7 

         

I can trust my teachers to 

help me with problems 

besides schoolwork 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

26.6 

29.4 

18.5 

23.7 

5.9 

18.5 

23.2 

29.4 

18.5 

11.6 

29.4 

22.2 

5.3 

0.0 

11.1 

4.8 

5.9 

0.0 

4.8 

0.0 

11.1 

         

My teachers care about me P4 35.7 39.6 12.6 5.3 2.4 2.4 1.9 

 P4A 29.4 23.5 29.4 11.8 5.9 0.0 0.0 

 P4B 33.3 25.9 18.5 7.4 14.8 0.0 0.0 

         

I can get help from my 

teachers on my schoolwork 

when I need it 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

27.5 

64.7 

18.5 

37.2 

17.7 

40.7 

22.2 

11.8 

18.5 

5.8 

5.9 

14.8 

0.5 

0.0 

3.7 

3.4 

0.0 

3.7 

3.4 

0.0 

0.0 

         

My teachers listen to me P4 42.5 30.9 16.9 3.4 3.4 1.0 1.9 

 P4A 29.7 47.1 17.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.9 

 P4B 11.1 29.6 37.0 7.4 0.0 3.7 11.1 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P4 = District Phase Four Responses, 

P4A = Phase Four School A Responses, P4B = Phase 4 School B Responses. Numerical values 

represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Table 24 

 

Student Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about School Engagement Comparing District- 

 

Wide Phase Four Survey Responses with Two Schools that Implemented Three Transition  

 

Strategies as a Small-Scale Proof-of-Concept 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

School is important to me P4 42.5 32.4 13.0 7.2 2.9 0.0 1.9 

 P4A 58.8 17.7 5.9 5.9 11.8 0.0 0.0 

 P4B 48.2 25.9 7.4 7.4 7.4 3.7 0.0 

         

I would recommend my 

school to someone moving 

to my town 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

18.4 

29.4 

48.2 

18.8 

23.5 

29.6 

25.1 

17.7 

11.1 

14.0 

11.8 

7.4 

8.7 

11.8 

3.7 

7.2 

0.0 

0.0 

7.7 

5.9 

0.0 

         

Students at my school treat 

each other well 

P4 

P4A 

15.5 

5.9 

25.2 

5.9 

28.2 

23.5 

9.7 

17.7 

9.7 

11.8 

5.8 

17.7 

5.8 

17.7 

 P4B 11.1 11.1 22.2 14.8 7.4 14.8 18.5 

         

The rules at my school are 

fair 

P4 

P4A 

22.7 

17.7 

31.9 

23.5 

21.3 

35.3 

7.7 

5.9 

6.8 

0.0 

4.8 

0.0 

4.8 

17.7 

 P4B 14.8 33.3 22.2 3.7 11.1 11.1 3.7 

         

I feel safe at school P4 35.3 34.8 15.0 6.8 2.9 2.4 2.9 

 P4A 23.5 35.3 29.4 0.0 11.8 0.0 0.0 

 P4B 18.5 37.0 11.1 11.1 14.8 0.0 7.4 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P4 = District Phase Four Responses, 

P4A = Phase Four School A Responses, P4B = Phase 4 School B Responses. Numerical values 

represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Table 25 

 

Student Questionnaire Responses to Prompts about Self-Perceptions Comparing District-Wide  

 

Phase Four Survey Responses with Two Schools that Implemented Three Transition Strategies as  

 

a Small-Scale Proof-of-Concept 

 

  % 

Question Phase 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

         

I think I am smart P4 27.1 36.2 16.4 9.7 2.9 2.9 4.8 

 P4A 47.1 17.7 17.7 0.0 0.0 17.7 0.0 

 P4B 29.6 44.4 3.7 7.4 7.7 0.0 7.4 

         

When I am at school, I feel 

like I belong 

P4 

P4A 

24.2 

47.1 

33.8 

17.7 

18.8 

0.0 

12.6 

17.7 

3.9 

0.0 

3.4 

5.9 

3.9 

11.8 

 P4B 11.1 44.4 29.6 11.1 3.7 0.0 0.0 

         

People at school like me P4 36.2 25.6 20.3 6.8 3.4 4.8 2.9 

 P4A 3.3 17.7 17.7 11.8 5.9 0.0 11.8 

 P4B 25.9 40.7 11.1 18.5 3.7 0.0 0.0 

         

I have friends that I can 

trust to help me with my 

problems 

P4 

P4A 

P4B 

39.6 

52.9 

66.7 

27.5 

5.9 

14.8 

16.9 

11.8 

11.1 

6.8 

11.8 

0.0 

2.4 

5.9 

3.7 

2.9 

5.9 

0.0 

3.9 

5.9 

3.7 

         

I enjoy going to school P4 26.6 30.5 20.3 12.5 0.8 3.9 5.5 

 P4A 17.7 23.5 17.7 11.8 5.9 5.9 17.7 

 P4B 29.6 25.9 18.5 18.5 0.0 7.4 0.0 

Note. 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Somewhat Agree, 4 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree, 5 = 

Somewhat Disagree, 6 = Disagree, 7 = Strongly Disagree. P4 = District Phase Four Responses, 

P4A = Phase Four School A Responses, P4B=Phase 4 School B Responses. Numerical values 

represent the percentage of participants that selected that response. 
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Students in this district who transitioned to middle school did not exhibit declines in 

reading proficiency. The average percentage of students in the district who progressed from 

grade five to grade six and deemed to be grade-level proficient increased over the three-year 

period examined for this study. The same was true of students across the state. The increases 

experienced within the district, however, were considerably less than those demonstrated state-

wide. Further, if the 2016-2017 outlier is not considered, district gains in the percentage of 

students who transitioned to the middle grades and demonstrated grade-level proficiency in 

reading become much less pronounced, decreasing to an average gain of 1.1%. Regardless of 

declines or increases in student end of grade assessment performance, students in this district 

transitioning from grade five to grade six lag behind their peers across the state. This difference 

in academic performance signifies the need for greater academic supports across the middle 

school transition as these gaps in learning can be exacerbated as students progress through the 

remainder of their educational careers (Balfanz, 2009). 

Significance of District Level Discipline Data Findings 

The increases that are noted in short-term suspensions as grade five cohorts progress to 

the middle school are supported by the literature. During this stage in their development, 

adolescents are undergoing momentous physical, social, and emotional changes and development 

(Arim et al., 2011; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015; World Health 

Organization, 2016). These changes can lead to impulsive behavior and responses to emotional 

stimuli can be intense and erratic (National Institute of Mental Health, 2011; McNeely & 

Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). The increases noted in the suspension rates, 

particularly with assaults and fighting, can be partially attributed to students’ impulsivity. 

Adolescent students also have a strong desire for peer acceptance (Bellmore, 2011). As part of 
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student attempts to gain peer acceptance, they also attempt to establish their place in the social 

hierarchy of the school leading to aggressive behaviors and acts that challenge adult authority 

such as those identified by school personnel as disrespectful (Farmer et al., 2011). Social 

pressures can also lead students to engage in more risk-taking behaviors, which could account 

for short-term suspensions for fighting and for marijuana possession (Carnegie Council on 

Adolescent Development, 1995). The principal focus groups also revealed a perceived readiness 

to impose harsher punishment as they described behaviors possibly deemed “horseplay” in the 

elementary grades was addressed more frequently as aggressive behavior in the middle grades. 

Research suggested that students were not prepared for this sudden change in behavioral 

expectations (Akos, 2004). 

The increase in suspensions could also be a function of unrealistic expectations from 

faculty and staff (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 

2015). After students have progressed from elementary to the middle school, school personnel 

believe that children should suddenly behave in a more mature and consistent manner despite the 

drastic changes in student development (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & 

Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2015). Teachers are often unfamiliar with the changes that students 

endure during adolescence and how these changes can affect student behavior (Andrews & 

Bishop, 2012). This idea was further supported during the principal focus groups as they stated 

that they did not take an active role in assuring that staff are familiar with current research on 

adolescent development. Having an understanding of adolescent brain development would help 

staff recognize that adolescents can have sudden and dramatic swings between adult and child-

like behavior, often beyond their immediate control (Carnegie Council on Adolescent 

Development, 1995; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2015). This lack of understanding 
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could be a cause of the increases in short-term suspensions for subjective behaviors such as 

disrespectful or disruptive behaviors noted in this district. 

Significance of Student Perspective Findings 

The literature suggested that prior to transitioning to middle school, students reported that 

organizational matters such as the need for information to prepare them for middle school such 

as navigating a new building, how to find their correct bus, how to open their lockers, and other 

practical matters was the most important to them (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Bailey et al., 2015; San 

Antonio et al., 2011). However, students in this district indicated that they were much more 

focused on academic, rather than organizational concerns. While organizational issues such as 

movement around the school were important, students in this district listed the increased 

workload and grades as their primary and secondary stressors, respectively, when considering the 

transition to middle school.  

Student apprehension about academic affairs is to be expected when students transition to 

middle school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Anderson et al., 2000). Despite academic matters being 

the most prevalent concerns for students, however, it appears that they do not feel that they are 

able to access the supports they believe they require to be successful in middle school. There was 

a significant disparity in student responses regarding available academic assistance as 42.5% 

students fifth-grade students felt strongly that they could get assistance from their teachers, while 

only 27.5% of sixth-grade students expressed the same sentiment. This demonstrated a need for 

additional academic supports for students following the transition to middle school.  

Students also indicated a loss in the strength of student and teacher relationships. 

Although students in both grade five and grade six indicated generally positive feelings about the 

relationship they had with their teachers, significant differences were noted in the strength of 
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those perceptions. Although student responses indicated that students like their teachers, 61.1% 

of fifth grade students felt strongly about this relationship as compared to only 47.3% of sixth 

graders who felt the same strong connection with their teachers. Additionally, 52.1% of fifth-

grade students had a strong sense that their teachers cared about them. The percentage of sixth-

grade students who reported that they felt this same level of care declined to 35.7%. 

Unfortunately, this loss of a strong bond between middle grades students and their teachers is 

well-represented in the literature. The middle school concept can make fostering and maintaining 

meaningful teacher and student relationships a difficult proposition (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Mac 

Iver, 1990; Ryan et al., 2013; Vollet et al., 2017). This lack of close bonds with teachers, which 

were more common in the elementary school, is often perceived by students as a decrease in 

teacher support and could account for the lack of perceived academic support noted above 

(Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). This finding is significant as Wang and Holcombe (2010) 

noted that students who had meaningful relationships with their teachers reported a stronger 

sense of teacher support and were more likely to adhere to behavioral and academic 

expectations. 

 The transition to middle school is often met with decreases in academic performance and 

motivation and these declines are often coupled with losses in self-esteem (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Kingery et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2013; Schwerdt & West, 2013). This loss of self-esteem was 

indicated by student survey results. When responding to the prompt, “I think I am smart”, 91.4% 

of grade five students provided positive responses to this prompt during Phase One compared 

with 79.7% of grade six students. Additionally, 39.6% of grade five students strongly agreed 

with this statement while only 27.1% expressed strong agreement. This decline in self-worth, 
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coupled with the high degree of concern for academic matters, further complicates the middle 

school transition for students in this district.  

Significance of Parent Perspective Findings 

Parents were most concerned about the quality of parent-teacher relationships when 

considering the middle school transition. This is a common lament of parents as noted in the 

literature. Parents have reported that the structure of the middle school is prohibitive to the 

fostering of effective relationship with teachers as there is no single teacher that is the primary 

source of support for students and parents (Pickhardt, 2011; Ryan et al., 2013). With parent 

apprehension about the relationship between the school and the home, it is important that a 

comprehensive middle school transition plan contains mechanisms for fostering effective home-

school relationships. This partnership is crucial as effective partnerships between the school and 

the home are predictive of greater academic performance and fewer incidents of negative 

behaviors (Daniel, 2011; Hoang, 2010; Hill et al., 2018; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Laird et al., 

2003; Pomerantz et al., 2007; Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, Sustainability Series, 

2009). 

Fortunately, it appears that the foundations have been laid for more effective parent 

involvement at the elementary and middle school level. Eighty percent of elementary school 

parents felt there were opportunities for parents to be involved in their school.  This jumped to 

94.3% after their children progressed to middle school. Furthermore, 82.7% of middle school 

parents believed that there was effective communication between the school and home compared 

to 73.4% of elementary school parents. Survey data does demonstrate, however, that district 

middle schools need to take a more active role in promoting parent involvement. While a high 

percentage of middle school parents believed there were greater opportunities to be involved at 
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school, only 28.5% claimed to have been invited to visit a classroom, compared to 59.9% of 

parents with children in elementary school. 

Significance of Teacher Perspective Findings 

In order to facilitate a successful transition for students from elementary school to the 

middle grades, it is essential that educators comprehend student perceptions about this transition 

(Akos & Galassi, 2004; Galton & Morrison, 2000; Koppang, 2004; Yoon et al., 2015). 

Arrowsafe and Irvin (1992) and Akos and Galassi (2004) found that what educators believe 

about how students feel concerning the transition to middle school is often quite different from 

what the students actually believe. This discrepancy in viewpoints certainly proved true in this 

district. 

Grade five teachers perceived that students were most concerned about possible bullying 

with 28.6% of teachers choosing this as what they believed to be their students’ primary 

apprehension about the transition to middle school. Bullying, however, was listed as the most 

significant concern by only 18.3% of students, which ranked third out of five. Grade six teachers 

demonstrated this same misunderstanding of student worries about the transition to middle 

school. Forty percent of teachers believed that social matters such as friendships were the 

greatest concern to incoming sixth grade students. The exact opposite was true. Only 7.6% of 

students chose friendships as their greatest stressor when considering the transition to middle 

school, ranking it last on their list of five concerns. 

This incongruity also holds true when considering students’ perceived benefits of the 

transition to middle school. Both fifth and sixth-grade teachers indicated that they believed that 

increased independence was the most appealing aspect of transitioning from elementary school 

to middle grades with 38.1% and 40%, respectively, ranking this choice first. While 
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independence was not unimportant to students, they listed friendships as the most important 

benefit with 26.6% ranking this choice first.  

The lack of a cohesive strategy to mitigate stressors and enhance opportunities for 

students during the transition to middle school was evident in teacher responses to open-ended 

prompts. A total of 31 teachers provided feedback about district initiatives and 23 of those 

teachers identified a visit to the appropriate middle school as the only district-organized 

transition activity. Teachers also expressed a lack of articulation between the elementary and the 

middle schools. When asked for suggestions for post-transition activities, one elementary-level 

teacher lamented, “I am unsure because I don’t know what happens at the middle school after 

they arrive.” This lack of understanding of the transition process clearly identified the need for 

the vertical articulation provided by transition teams as described in the literature (Anderson et 

al., 2000; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 

2002; Hill & Mobley, 2016).  

Strong support through the transition to the middle grades is essential to student success 

(Akos & Galassi, 2004; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Andrews, 2011; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; 

Balfanz, 2009; Kieffer et al., 2014; Tilleczek et al., 2007). Part of this support is understanding 

the significant educational, emotional, physical, and psychosocial stresses a student is subjected 

to during the transition from elementary to middle school (Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Barber & 

Olsen, 2004; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). There 

appeared to be a lack of understanding of adolescent development and the transition process. As 

one fifth-grade teacher noted, “If the teachers and faculty are competent, the students should 

adjust easily.” A grade six teacher remarked that students needed to learn to “deal with their 

emotions.” This disconnect with student experiences demonstrated the necessity that a 
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comprehensive middle school transition plan includes an adult education component that would 

assist educators in better understanding the changing adolescent. 

Significance of Principal Perception Findings 

The responses provided during principal focus group demonstrated the need for district-

level assistance in the formation of a comprehensive middle school transition plan. Principals did 

indicate, however, that they valued the autonomy to create transition activities that they believed 

best fit their school communities. The principals denoted that there has been very little effective 

articulation between the middle school and the elementary schools, with one principal going so 

far as to say he actively avoids this type of professional dialogue. Articulation between teachers, 

counselors, and administrators at both the elementary school and the middle school is an integral 

component of a comprehensive middle school transition plan (Anderson et al., 2000; Association 

for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Hill & Mobley, 

2016). The logic used to support this philosophy demonstrates this principal’s unfortunate lack of 

understanding of the transition process which could have a negative impact on students at his 

middle school. 

The principals also illustrated the need for support in providing current research on 

adolescent development as part of a middle grades transition plan. While one principal rightly 

suggested the importance of providing this information to students, it is essential that school 

personnel are intimately familiar with this knowledge as well (Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Barber 

& Olsen, 2004; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). During the 

interview process, the principals admitted they were not actively providing their staff with this 

body of research. Without this information, it could be difficult for educators to engage in 

pedagogical practices that are developmentally appropriate for students. Such practices enhance 
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students’ chances at academic success and motivation (Eccles et al., 1993; Ryan et al., 2013; San 

Antonio et al., 2011; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). The principals that were interviewed could not 

describe any concrete examples of ensuring that lessons were developmentally appropriate for 

middle grades students. Fortunately, the principals in this focus group indicated an eagerness to 

receive assistance from the district in addressing the transition from elementary school to middle 

school. 

Significance of Small-Scale Proof of Concept Findings 

It was difficult to assess the efficacy of the transition activities employed through the 

small-scale proof of concept. There were few significant differences in many of the student 

survey responses. Changes in student responses were noted at School A regarding academic 

assistance, but the activities that were utilized at each school were designed to affect 

organizational concerns and were not focused on the academic theme. Students at School B 

recorded an overall greater sense of satisfaction in their school, but this change was not noted at 

School A, making it difficult to identify a correlation between the increase in student satisfaction 

with the recommended transition activities. It was noted, however, that students at both School A 

and School B described stronger associations with their peers than students across the district, 

possibly indicating a positive effect related to the transition activities. 

Principals at School A and School B indicated parents and students were provided with 

the literature regarding the transition to middle school, but they could not say with certainty that 

teachers reviewed this information with their students as intended. The informational sessions 

that were provided in concert with Open House activities were sparsely attended despite 

appropriate levels of promotion. The principals described the utilization of student ambassadors 

as an effective strategy that they would adopt for future use. 
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The data collected from students, parents, teachers, and administrators indicate that there 

are students in this district that are not finding success in the transition from elementary school to 

middle school. There are clearly disconnects between the perceptions of stakeholders and their 

actual needs. A comprehensive middle school transition plan is necessary so that students will be 

less likely to exhibit the loss in achievement and engagement that the data indicates. 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS 

Review of Study Questions 

This Problem of Practice dissertation began by positing three study questions. The first of 

these questions was, what are the primary foci of stakeholders in this district as students make 

the transition from elementary school to middle school? Data was collected from fifth grade 

students and then again from the same group of students after they transitioned to the middle 

grades. Parents of fifth-grade students were surveyed and then queried again after their children 

progressed to grade six. Both fifth and sixth-grade teachers were questioned about the middle 

grades transition, and a group of elementary and middle school administrators provided their 

feedback about the transition to middle school. 

Fifth-grade students were very concerned about academic matters as how the difficulty or 

amount of work they expected in middle school would affect their grades. Students also 

expressed apprehensions about bullying, organizational matters such as getting lost in their new 

school, and maintaining or fostering new friendships. The students saw the opportunity to foster 

new friendships as the most beneficial aspect of the transition to middle school. Students also 

cited greater independence as an appealing aspect of moving to the middle grades. Additionally, 

students looked forward to being able to engage in a greater variety of extracurricular activities, 

the opportunity for new experiences and personal growth.  

After transitioning to middle school, grade six students began to exhibit declines in the 

quality of student-teacher relationships. They perceived that they were less likely to receive 

academic supports even though this was their greatest stressor. Students reported a decrease in 

school engagement and an ambivalence towards their school community, but also expressed a 

strengthening in peer acceptance and meaningful peer relationships. 
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Parents of fifth-grade students expressed apprehension about the degradation of parent-

teacher relationships after their children progressed to the middle grades. They were worried that 

their children would be subjected to middle school bullies, the social pressures that their children 

might endure, and an anticipated increase in the academic workload. Parents were excited that 

their students would have an opportunity to engage in extracurricular activities and that their 

children were taking another step towards maturity.  

After their children had progressed to middle school, parents professed to having a 

disconnect from their child’s classroom activities as they admitted to not knowing if the work 

students did was relevant beyond the schoolhouse doors. Parents believed that there were more 

opportunities to become involved at their child’s school in the middle grades, but felt that they 

had not been invited to participate in classroom activities despite claiming more than adequate 

communication between the school and home.  

Teacher viewpoints about the transition to middle school were not reflective of their 

students’ opinions. Teachers believed that social concerns such as bullying and maintaining or 

building friendships would be the primary stressors for students transitioning to middle school 

rather than the academic matters that the students indicated. The teachers believed that students 

were most looking forward to new-found independence as the greatest benefit of transitioning 

from elementary school to middle school while students were most excited by the prospect of 

building new friendships. 

District teachers did not indicate that either the district or their respective schools are 

being proactive in addressing the middle school transition. Teachers were acutely aware of 

elementary student visits to the middle school that included guided tours and performances by 

the school band or other performing arts ensemble. Some teachers described a “step-up” night 
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for incoming middle grades students, but few other transition strategies were noted. This was 

coupled with comments that indicated an acute misunderstanding of the current body of research 

regarding adolescent development. 

School-based administrators believed that they were addressing the middle school 

transition appropriately. Despite these perceptions, they did not describe any cohesive set of 

strategies designed to ease students’ transition stress. The principals that were interviewed did 

not depict effective articulation between elementary and middle school staff. They did not 

identify practices that actively addressed the need for stakeholders to better understand 

adolescent development, they did not indicate any specific strategies to address effective parent 

communication, nor did they effectively address how they assured that instructional activities 

were developmentally appropriate. Fortunately, these administrators admitted the need for 

additional supports in assisting students with the transition from elementary to middle school, but 

expressed the desire to retain control over any transition activities that were undertaken at their 

schools. 

The second research question posed by this Problem of Practice dissertation asked how 

the body of research could be utilized to effectively address those concerns. As described in 

Chapter 2 of this study, there is a wealth of literature that illustrates the need to support students 

during the critical transition from elementary school to middle school (Akos, 2002; Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Andrews, 2011; Andrews & Bishop, 

2012; Balfanz, 2009; Eccles et al., 2006; Kieffer et al., 2014; Malaspina & Rimm-Kaufman, 

2008; McGill et al., 2012; NMSA, 1982; Schwerdt & West, 2013; Tilleczek et al., 2007).  

Beginning with the middle school movement in the 1960s, and in the growing body of 

literature since, researchers have recognized early adolescents entering the middle grades as a 
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unique population and identified the transition from elementary school to middle school as one 

of the most crucial for students’ long term success. As districts gravitated towards the middle 

school model and away from the junior high concept, the catalogue of effective middle school 

transition strategies documented in the literature expanded and are readily available for adaption 

and can be tailored to fit the unique needs of the stakeholders in this, or any, school district.   

The final study question was posed to determine how stakeholder feedback and the body 

of research could be brought together to form the framework of a middle school transition plan in 

this district. Such a program should be comprehensive in nature should begin prior to the actual 

transition to middle school and should provide benefits to students, parents, and teachers (Akos, 

2004; Akos & Galassi, 2004; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Bailey et al., 2015; Cauley & 

Jovanovich, 2006; Hill & Mobley, 2016; Koppang, 2004; Lorain, 2002). The framework for a 

comprehensive middle grades transition program that follows was based on feedback from 

middle grades stakeholders and derived from effective practices and the needs of adolescents as 

described in the literature.  

The components that comprise the framework of this comprehensive middle grades 

transition plan describe key actions that are mandatory elements of the plan. Recommended, 

research-based activities are provided to assist schools in addressing the required components. 

While the framework of this transition plan contains key elements that must be addressed, the 

independence that school administrators felt was critical to focusing on the needs of their 

stakeholders must be valued and respected. The recommended activities allow administrators the 

autonomy to tailor transition programs to the unique needs of their school communities.  

Those recommended activities described as occurring prior to the transition to middle 

school are designed to take place during the final semester of students’ fifth-grade year. Those 
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activities designated as occurring during the transition should occur between conclusion of fifth 

grade and prior to the beginning of sixth grade. Activities occurring after the transition should be 

undertaken after the beginning of the sixth-grade school year. It is important to note, however, 

that the transition to middle school is not a singular event, but rather an ongoing process (Allen, 

2001; Koppang, 2004). Many of the suggested activities embedded within each mandatory action 

begin in elementary school and should continue as students progress through grade six.  

Mandatory Actions 

There are certain key actions that schools must take to facilitate students’ successful 

transition from elementary school to middle school. These actions are based on needs described 

in the body of research as well as feedback from stakeholders affected by this transition. While 

there are recommended activities within the required elements that allow for flexibility at each 

middle school site, the incorporation of the mandatory actions is critical to the success of a 

comprehensive middle school transition plan in this district (see Figure 2).  

Create Organizational Supports 

Research indicated that prior to the move to grade six, students are often preoccupied 

with the organizational aspects of the transition such as movement around the building or the use 

of school lockers (Bailey et al., 2015; San Antonio et al., 2011). Students are keenly aware of the 

procedural changes that await them at the middle school, and this new and unfamiliar learning 

environment is a source of apprehension for rising sixth-grade students (Akos, 2004; Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Lorain, 2002; San Antonio et al., 2011). Students are also subject to rumor and 

misinformation that only exacerbates this stress (Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992; Lorain, 2002). 

Properly preparing students for middle school structure and expectations helps to alleviate this 

stress and leads to more positive outcomes for students (Akos, 2004). As organizational concerns  
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Note. This figure presents the mandatory actions that comprise the framework of this transition 

plan. The mandatory actions are presented with examples of associated recommended activities 

as described in the text. Transition teams are not required, but strongly recommended as they can 

inform planning for the mandatory actions. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Transition Plan Framework.   
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are a primary stressor for students as noted in the literature, addressing them is an essential 

component of a comprehensive middle grades transition plan. Suggested activities include 

middle school tours, fifth-grade shadowing opportunities, sixth-grade elementary school visits. 

Create Continuing Academic Supports 

Elementary school students often profess some amount of concern for their academic 

success after they transition to middle school (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Delphi survey data 

indicated that academic matters were the primary concerns of students in this district when 

considering the transition to middle school. Unfortunately, state assessment data demonstrates 

that, despite these concerns, students may not be getting the supports that they require (Public 

Schools of North Carolina, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017a). As this is the greatest worry for rising 

middle school students, it is imperative that elementary and middle schools make a concerted 

effort to address these concerns. While middle grades mentoring programs and courses that 

enhance basic skills can be effective strategies to address gaps in academic performance, 

elementary and middle school transition teams are an important component of this plan. These 

teams would identify at-risk students prior to the transition, provide continuing support after the 

transition, and prescribe assistance with students struggling with the transition to middle school. 

Transition teams would also address the lack of articulation between elementary and middle 

schools described by teachers and administrators in this district. The structure and function of 

transition teams is described further in Chapter Five. 

Create a Community of Care 

The literature described a decline in the quality of the parent/teacher and student/teacher 

relationships after the transition to the middle grades (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Crosnoe, 2001; Hill et al., 2018; Toren, 2013; U.S. Department of Education 
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Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, 2008). This was also evidenced through stakeholder 

feedback. Survey data illustrated that parents of rising middle school students were most 

concerned about the decline in the student and teacher relationship. Unfortunately, this fear was 

realized in this district as student survey data demonstrated a marked decline in the perceived 

strength of student and teacher relationships. Providing students with a caring school community 

strengthens relationships with teachers and other school personnel, fosters more effective 

communication between the school and the home and assists, in identifying at-risk behavior in 

students (Anderson et al., 2000). The community of care also addresses academic concerns as 

students who develop meaningful relationships with their teachers are more likely to succeed 

academically (Wang & Holcombe, 2010). To begin fostering meaningful relationships between 

students and teachers, schools can host activities such summer camps between fifth and sixth-

grade. These camps should address organizational concerns as well as provide informal time for 

teachers and students to socialize and strengthen relational bonds (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; 

Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Koppang, 2004). Another recommended strategy is the implementation 

of an effective student advisory program. Appropriately implemented student advisories 

contributes to the formation of close bonds between teachers and their students, provides parents 

with a single teacher who serves as a communication bridge between the school and home, and 

allow teachers to build a community of care (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014; Mac Iver, 1990; 

Pickhardt, 2011; Ryan et al., 2013). 

Create Adult Learning Opportunities 

The middle school movement was founded on the idea that on the idea that middle school 

students required greater attention and understanding than educators were providing at the time 

(Schaefer et al., 2016). Understanding middle school students includes being familiar with 
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current research on adolescent physical, emotional, and psychosocial development and applying 

that research in school practices and procedures (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Andrews & Bishop, 

2012; Beland, 2014; Koppang, 2004; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Public Schools 

of North Carolina, n.d.; Steinberg, 2015). Neither the elementary schools, middle schools, nor 

central services in this district are taking an active role in providing staff with professional 

education focused on adolescent development. Without this knowledge, middle school principals 

could not describe how they determined that instructional activities presented to students were 

developmentally appropriate. Misconceptions about adolescent development has led to a lack of 

understanding between middle grades teachers and students. This was illustrated by the 

differences in the Delphi survey data in which teachers identified friendships as the most 

concerning element of the middle grades transition for students, when students actually presented 

friendships as the least concerning aspect of the transition to middle school and was, in fact, the 

greatest perceived benefit. To remedy these disconnects, schools could provide teachers with 

professional learning opportunities about adolescent development (Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; 

Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.; Steinberg, 

2011, 2015). These lessons should also be provided to parents, as survey data indicated that they 

believed middle school was an exciting “next step” in their child’s life. Presenting this 

information to parents would help them to comprehend the adolescent changes to expect and 

how to appropriately react to them (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015).  

Create Behavioral Interventions 

District data indicated a dramatic increase in the number of short-term suspensions 

assigned as a result of undesirable student behavior and an increase in the length of those 

suspensions after students transition from grade five to grade six. As part of any comprehensive 
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middle grades transition plan, schools must address this trend (Akos, 2002). Out-of-school 

suspensions are not an effective means of correcting student misbehaviors (Green, Maynard, & 

Stegenga, 2018). Students who are assigned exclusionary discipline as a consequence for 

violations of school rules are more likely to be suspended again (Green et al., 2018). 

Additionally, students suspended out-of-school are more likely to experience academic 

difficulties and are more likely to become disengaged with the school community (Green et al., 

2018).   

Effectively teaching students behavioral expectations prior to the transition to middle 

school is one recommended strategy to address the increase in short term suspensions and may 

partially address the increase in behaviors resulting in suspension (Akos, 2002; 2004). There also 

needs to be a systematic approach to reducing suspensions that includes altering the behavior of 

not only the students, but teachers and administrators as well. For example, Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Support (PBIS) represents a research-based, holistic approach to student 

achievement that provides supports for student learning, teaching practices, and behavioral 

interventions that address all facets of student success (Evanovich & Scott, 2016; OSEP 

Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 2017). A 

support program such as PBIS must be implemented as a contribute to overall student 

achievement and has been shown to reduce the need for student suspensions (OSEP Technical 

Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 2017).  

Suggested Activities Prior to the Transition to Middle School 

Transition Teams 

Feedback from teachers and administrators in this district demonstrated the need for the 

use of transition teams to facilitate vertical articulation between schools. School administrators 
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freely admitted this lack of communication. Perhaps the most telling need for transition teams 

was the feedback of a fifth-grade teachers who confessed to not knowing what activities took 

place after the students progressed to middle school. These transition teams should consist of 

administrators, counselors, and teachers from the middle school and the feeder elementary school 

(Anderson et al., 2000; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 

2006; Fields, 2002; Hill & Mobley, 2016). These teams should meet to discuss the needs of 

rising sixth grade students and to collaborate to devise strategies for providing appropriate 

assistance to those students identified as academically or socially at-risk as well as strategies to 

address students who may need enhancements in the educational programs (Akos & Galassi, 

2004; Andrews & Bishop, 2012; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & 

Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Wormeli, 2011).  

To facilitate discussions during transition team meetings, fifth grade teachers should 

provide pertinent information about each of their students to the feeder middle school. This one-

page form is designed to be completed without requiring an excessive amount of time from fifth-

grade teachers to complete, but still providing the middle school with an appropriate level of 

detail to begin to develop plans to meet the needs of incoming students, especially learners with 

exceptional needs. 

Transition teams should articulate strategies that could be utilized to better prepare 

students for the middle grades. Sixth-grade teachers in this district professed the need for 

students entering middle school to be well-versed in strategies to keep themselves organized, to 

be more efficient at time management, and to have a foundation in appropriate study skills. 

Transition team meetings would provide teachers the opportunity to devise strategies that 

elementary school teachers could implement that would assist fifth-grade students master the 
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skills that middle school teachers identified as essential for student success (Public Schools of 

North Carolina, n.d.). Cauley and Jovanovich (2006) recommended that middle school members 

of the transition teams should continue to meet after the transition to identify students who were  

having difficulty navigating the transition to the middle grades and to devise strategies to address 

the needs of those students.  

As suggested by the Georgia Department of Education (2015), transition teams should 

assume a leadership role in planning for the transition from elementary school to middle school. 

The Georgia Department of Education recommended that transition teams conduct needs 

assessments and survey fifth-grade students regarding their apprehensions about transitioning to 

middle school and then using that information to tailor student-focused transition activities based 

on student feedback. These teams should meet regularly to evaluate and revise transition plans 

based on changing student needs. 

Middle School Personnel Visit Fifth Grade Classrooms 

Middle school teachers and administrators visiting elementary school classrooms is 

strategy frequently referenced in the literature (California Department of Education, n.d.; Cauley 

& Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Lorain, 2002; Schoffner & 

Williamson, 2000; Wormelli, 2011). Fields (2002) reported that too much time was lost at the 

beginning of the students’ sixth-grade year establishing rules and behavioral expectations for 

students new to the middle school. Middle school administrators, counselors, and teachers should 

conduct periodic visits to fifth grade classrooms beginning at the midpoint of the fifth-grade 

academic year. These visits should focus on discussions about practices, procedures, and 

behavioral norms that students will be expected to adhere to once they transition to the middle 

grades. This has the added benefit of familiarizing fifth-grade teachers with those expectations 
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allowing them to gradually adjust their own classroom procedures to model those that the 

students would expect at the middle school.  

Administrative Town Hall Meetings 

Allaying the fears of both students and parents about the transition to middle school 

should be a key component to any transition plan (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & 

Nunn, 2016; Lorain, 2002). Students and parents often have a preexisting negative perspective 

about the middle school experience (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Arowosafe & Irvin, 1992; Lorain, 

2002). Middle school administrators can take a lead role in helping to assuage those concerns by 

hosting meetings that allow parents and students to pose questions to administrators about the 

middle school experience (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Koppang, 

2004; Lorain, 2002). Lorain also recommended that administrators take the opportunity to 

provide a positive message about the middle school experience and to ensure parents and 

students that it is a safe and enjoyable environment. 

Middle grades administrators could facilitate this process through a series of meetings in 

a town hall format. These meetings should be hosted on a Saturday or evening at each of the 

feeder elementary schools to accommodate parent schedules. The meeting should begin with a 

presentation about the school itself, extolling the positive qualities of the middle school and the 

new opportunities that await students after the transition to the middle grades. This presentation 

should them be followed by an open-format question and answer period, allowing parents and 

students to have their concerns addressed by the presenting administrator.  

Sixth Grade Student Classroom Visits 

By encouraging interactions with their peers, educators can create an atmosphere in 

which students feel more comfortable and at ease which may, in turn, be helpful in fostering 
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more meaningful dialogue about their concerns regarding the transition to middle school 

(Koppang, 2004). To facilitate these interactions, sixth-grade students should be invited into 

fifth-grade classrooms to discuss their experiences with the middle school transition (Bailey et 

al., 2015; Cauley & Jovanovich; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Koppang, 2004; McElroy, 2001). A 

number of teachers in this district also felt that this would be a compelling strategy in preparing 

students for the transition to the middle grades. 

The sixth-grade students should be selected by their classroom teachers and should work 

with school counselors to prepare them for the experience (McElroy, 2001). The sixth-grade 

students should be prepared to deliver a brief student-focused presentation about their school 

accenting the positive characteristics of the middle school and the opportunities awaiting 

students once they transition to the middle grades. The sixth-grade classroom visitor should also 

be ready to answer common questions posed by fifth-grade students. Current student survey 

information gathered by the school transition team should be used to prepare the visiting students 

for possible questions. 

Fifth Grade Shadowing 

The idea of having students interact with their peers to express concerns about middle 

school and to identify solutions is further addressed in the literature as an effective strategy 

through student “shadowing” programs (Akos, 2004; Anderson et al., 2000; Cauley & 

Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Hill & Mobley, 2016; Koppang, 2004; Schoffner & 

Williamson, 2000). Student shadowing programs entail teacher-selected fifth-grade students 

spending a day at the middle school paired with a sixth-grade student. The fifth-grade student 

“shadows” a sixth-grade student in order to experience a typical middle school day. Special 

opportunities may be arranged so that the fifth-grade student could experience activities such as 
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scheduling an appointment with a counselor, a visit to the media center to learn check-out 

procedures, or observing the recording of a student news program. The fifth-grade student would 

then present to his or her class about their experiences and observations. 

School Visit/Tour 

Elementary school students visiting and touring the middle school they will attend was a 

transition strategy that was ubiquitous throughout the literature. Teachers identified school tours 

as the sole student-focused transition strategy supported by the district. The middle school 

principals that were interviewed as a part of the focus group for this study were appreciative of 

the district support, primarily scheduling the visits and arranging for bus transportation, but were 

also adamant that they enjoyed the autonomy to design programs that they felt best present their 

school and its unique opportunities. In response to this feedback, the only recommendation is for 

this practice to continue with district support and organization. 

Open House/Step Up Night 

A number of teachers who provided feedback to surveys for this study noted that their 

school hosted a “step-up” night, but they did not provide details regarding the activities that were 

sponsored during these events. The literature provides a number of strategies to make certain that 

such events are meaningful for stakeholders based on the feedback that they provided during data 

collection (Bailey et al., 2015; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Kentucky 

Department of Education, n.d.; Koppang, 2004; Lorain, 2002; Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). 

Attendance should be encouraged through formal invitations sent home by the middle school via 

the elementary school, phone and text messages encouraging attendance, advertising such events 

on school and district websites, and working with local businesses to have them promote 
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attendance on their marquee or other signage (Kentucky Department of Education, n.d.; 

Wormelli, 2011).  

 The open house program should start with an assembly where the administrative staff 

could introduce themselves to parents and students and provide a brief overview of the planned 

activities (Kentucky Department of Education, n.d.; Koppang, 2004). At the conclusion of the 

general session, students and parents should be provided with an index card and asked to write 

down a question or concern that they have about the transition to middles school and they should 

be collected as the participants exit the general session for use later in the evening (Cauley & 

Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). The general session 

should be followed by student-led exhibitions positioned throughout the building that provide 

information on typical academic activities allowing rising sixth-grade students and their parents 

to move at their own pace and become more familiar with the physical layout of the school 

building (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Koppang, 2004). 

The parents and students of this district indicated that the opportunity to select electives 

and to participate in extracurricular activities was a primary positive facet of the transition to 

middle school. Based upon this feedback, student exhibitions should have a strong 

extracurricular and elective course focus. Elective courses such as world languages, art, and 

technology-based courses should prepare displays or demonstrations presented by students 

currently enrolled in those courses (Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). The school band, orchestra 

and choir should perform at separate times throughout the event, allowing parents and students to 

attend multiple performances. Cheerleaders, dance teams, step teams, and other performance 

based-clubs and organizations should present examples of their routines.  
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Various clubs, teams, organizations, and groups should have tables or displays positioned 

throughout out the building to provide information to students and parents about how students 

can join, and even offer preliminary sign-ups during the Open House/Step-Up event. Each club, 

team, or organization should prepare an informational brochure or pamphlet to distribute to 

students and parents (Kentucky Department of Education, n.d.). 

After a designated time has elapsed, parents and students should be separated for 

presentations designed specifically for each audience (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & 

Nunn, 2016; Koppang, 2004, Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). School administrators should 

facilitate the student presentation and sixth-grade teachers and parent representatives should 

facilitate the parent session (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016).  

The presentation directed at rising sixth-grade students should focus on answering 

questions that students submitted at the end of the first general session. Time should be allowed 

for any additional questions regarding organizations, clubs, or course demonstrations witnessed 

during the event. The program for parents should provide sixth-grade teachers the opportunity to 

begin establishing relationships with parents (Lorain, 2002; Public Schools of North Carolina, 

n.d.). Parents in this district noted that their greatest concern regarding the transition to middle 

school was the loss of meaningful relationships with teachers. By facilitating a parent-directed 

presentation, teachers would begin to foster those relationships. Parent representatives should 

present parents with information about opportunities for parental involvement at the middle 

school including serving on school leadership committees, parent-teacher organizations, and 

volunteer opportunities at the school (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; 

Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). Schools in this district have electronic newsletters that are 

distributed at regular intervals. Parents should be provided the opportunity to sign-up to begin 
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receiving the middle school newsletter (Wormelli, 2011). The parent session should conclude 

with a question and answer period facilitated by the sixth-grade teachers based on the questions 

submitted at the end of the general session. 

Principal Welcome Letter at the End of the Year 

At the conclusion of fifth-grade, all eligible rising sixth-grade students should receive a 

letter from the middle school principal as part of the typical year-end processes (Fields, 2002; 

Schoffner & Williamson, 2000; Wormelli, 2011). The letter should congratulate students on 

completing elementary school and welcome students to the middle school. It should also contain 

invitations to summer transition activities. While created by the middle school, distribution of the 

letter should be facilitated by the elementary school to ensure the letter is only provided to 

eligible students.  

Suggested Activities During the Transition to Middle School 

Parent Workshops 

Parental involvement in the transition from elementary to middle school is an essential 

component to any comprehensive transition plan as parents that begin the process as active 

partners are more likely to stay involved in their child’s education at the next school level 

(Anderson et al., 2000; Mac Iver, 1990). Increased parental involvement is critical to student 

success as children with parents who are actively involved with their education are more likely to 

find academic success and less likely to exhibit undesirable behaviors (Daniel, 2011; Hill et al., 

2018; Hoang, 2010; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Laird et al., 2003; Pomerantz et al., 2007; Toren, 

2013; U.S. Department of Education, Sustainability Series, 2009). It is imperative, therefore, that 

parents are well-versed in all aspects of the transition to middle school (Allen, 2001). This 
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familiarity includes understanding students’ transition from childhood to adolescence (Koppang, 

2004; Lorain, 2002; Steinberg 2011, 2015).  

Parent survey data that indicated that they are enthusiastic about their child’s growth and 

maturity. They are very excited about their child taking the “next step” to becoming young 

adults. It is essential that parents fully understand the changes their child will be going through 

as they begin to mature physically, emotionally, and psychosocially. To that end, it is 

recommended that schools provide a series of summer workshops presented by school 

counselors that are designed to educate parents about adolescent development (Gilweski & 

Nunn, 2016; Lorain, 2002; McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.; 

Steinberg 2011, 2015). Topics for these parent workshops should include information about 

adolescent physical changes, cognitive development, social and emotional changes, student 

identity, and sexuality.  

The presentation on physical development should include expected physical changes to 

expect during adolescence, differences in female and male development, concerns about body 

image and the effects of social media on self-image, obesity and eating disorders, and the 

importance of proper nutrition and exercise. Information about cognitive development should 

introduce the anatomy of the brain to assist parents in understanding other topics involving 

cognitive changes. Those changes include development of abstract thinking, reasoning, and 

meta-cognition, tips for parents to address these changes, changes in sleep patterns and the 

cognitive effects of tobacco, drugs, and alcohol. The workshop designed to inform parents about 

social and emotional changes should include topics such as self-awareness, self-management, 

social awareness, and fostering appropriate friendships. There should also be a component on 

recognizing and helping adolescents cope with stress and a component that addresses bullying. 
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The presentation on student identity should prepare parents for an adolescent’s growing sense of 

independence, the need to feel competent, the importance of social status, and the development 

of a sexual identity. This seminar should also include information surrounding mental health, 

self-harm, and suicide. The final parent workshop should be designed to inform parents about 

adolescent sexuality. Topics should include strategies to assist parents to understand healthy 

sexual development, common adolescent questions and concerns about sexuality, and how to 

address the risks that are associated with unsafe or too-early sexual activity.  

By better understanding the how all of these changes are affecting their children, parents 

will be better equipped to aid them in successfully navigating the transition into the middle 

grades. All of the workshops described above should provide parents with relevant, research-

based information about the changing adolescent and should be developed by a team of district 

administrators, counselors, and teachers to provide the most relevant information to district 

stakeholders. Care should be taken in preparing such lessons and should be sensitive to the 

cultural differences present in district stakeholders.  

Educator Workshops 

Teachers need to be acutely aware of the anxieties of students as they transition to middle 

school and developmental changes that adolescents experience (Lorain, 2002). Andrews and 

Bishop (2012) stated that educators were not typically well-versed about the developmental 

needs of adolescents which could lead to increased stress during the transition to middle school. 

During the interview process, principals in this district admitted that they did not take an active 

role in providing their staffs with information pertaining to adolescent research. Further, it was 

clear that the principals themselves were not able to assure that the lessons teachers were 

providing were compatible with adolescent brain research. To be certain that teachers utilize 
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current research on adolescent development, the parent workshops should also be provided to 

educators in the district (Koppang, 2004; Lorain, 2002; Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.). 

To accommodate teacher schedules, these workshops could be delivered as professional 

development opportunities during the summer or presented in series during teacher workdays 

prior to the beginning of the school year. 

Summer Transition Camp 

Summer orientation programs are another frequently cited strategy to ease students’ 

transition stress (Bailey et al., 2015; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Georgia Department of 

Education, 2015; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Hill & Mobley, 2016; Koppang, 2004; Public Schools 

of North Carolina, n.d.; Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). Such programs allow students to 

become more familiar with middle school procedures, expectations, and the physical layout of 

the building without the added pressure of older students or academic demands (Hill & Mobley, 

2016; Nelson, Fairchild, Grossenbacher, & Landers, 2007). Unlike other transition strategies, 

summer orientation programs have special considerations including staffing, supplies, and 

budgetary concerns. School-based transition teams should meet to consider these factors and to 

plan orientation activities accordingly (Georgia Department of Education, 2015). It is intended 

that both parents and students attend the summer camp program. If possible, these half-day 

camps should be scheduled on a Saturday and offered at least twice to accommodate family 

schedules. 

Ideally, students should already have been assigned a homeroom teacher for the purpose 

of the summer camps. As relationships with staff were of great concern to parents, having 

students already assigned to their homeroom teacher would allow for parents and students to 

begin to forge a meaningful relationship with the teacher primarily responsible for the student 
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during the school year (Koppang, 2004; Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.). Students should 

engage in brief team building activities in order to begin forming meaningful peer relationships. 

Parents should have the opportunity to meet with teachers to discuss rules and academic 

expectations and attend to administrative matters such as filling out forms typical of the 

beginning of the year and being provided school transportation information (Akos, 2002). The 

program should also allow for parents to begin networking as forming support groups as 

recommended by the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1995). Students should be 

provided the opportunity to rehearse procedures such as changing classes and eating in the 

cafeteria (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016). Available staff should be 

positioned throughout the building to assist students who have difficulty getting from place to 

place. The orientation session should end with a celebratory social event (Gilweski & Nunn, 

2016).  

Early Arrival 

As the beginning of the school year approaches, students should be provided the 

opportunity to “rehearse” their daily schedule without the stress or worry of having older 

students in the building or being late to class (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Koppang, 2004; Wormelli, 

2011). To facilitate this, incoming sixth-grade students should be given the opportunity to begin 

the school year a half-day before the remainder of the student body (Hill & Mobley, 2016; 

Nelson et al., 2007).  

Students should get their course schedules and rehearse moving from class to class. They 

would have an opportunity to meet their teachers and begin to work on procedural issues such as 

organization or classroom rules. Students could receive their school-issued computer and other 

supplies and eat lunch in the cafeteria as though they would in a typical school day. Through this 
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strategy, students would be able to begin school with at least a basic concept of what will be 

expected of them once the school year officially begins. Early arrival programs should follow 

abbreviated day schedules as determined by appropriate school personnel.  

Suggested Activities After the Transition to Middle School 

Student Ambassadors 

The use of student ambassadors was a strategy enthusiastically embraced by those 

principals who participated in the small-scale proof of concept trial. This approach utilized older 

students to assist the new sixth-grade students with organizational matters, especially movement 

throughout the school campus (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Wormelli, 

2011). Wormelli (2011) suggested that student ambassadors wear “Ask Me” buttons so that they 

could be easily identified by younger students.  

Student ambassadors should be selected by teachers and counselors at the end of the prior 

school year based on criteria determined by school administration. These students would receive 

training prior to the first day of school stressing friendliness and cooperation and the concerns of 

rising sixth-grade students. During the first week of school, student ambassadors would position 

themselves throughout the building just prior to class changes and during lunch periods. Grade 

six students unsure of where their next class was located or who had lost their new schedules 

altogether would be able to quickly receive assistance from a student ambassador.   

Student Advisory 

All of the middle schools in this district have some time allotted in their daily schedules 

for a homeroom or advisory period. The time dedicated to student advisory varied from a ten-

minute homeroom, a full thirty-minute time period, to a non-specific amount of time built 

directly into a class period. Middle schools need to revisit their schedules and commit to a 
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meaningful student advisory. A keen sense of school community can provide students with a 

sense of belonging and ease transition stress and provides parents with a bridge to home-school 

communications (Anderson et al., 2000; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014; Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; 

Mac Iver, 1990). 

 Having a student advisory creates a community of care within the school that encourages 

teachers to get to know their students and provides them the opportunity to build meaningful 

relationships with students that provides the supports they need to successfully transition to 

middle school (Anderson et al., 2000; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014; Mac Iver, 1990; Public 

Schools of North Carolina, n.d.). Students who participated in this study demonstrated a notable 

drop in the number of those who strongly believed that their teachers cared about them once they 

transitioned to the sixth grade. A successful student advisory allows teachers the chance to build 

relationships that demonstrate care (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014; Mac Iver, 1990). Providing this 

community of care also addresses the greatest concern of district parents; the loss of meaningful 

student-teacher relationships. 

An effective advisory also promotes communication (Mac Iver, 1990). Both parents and 

teachers are often frustrated by the lack of communication between the school and the home 

(Hill et al., 2018; Pickhardt, 2011). Parents believe that the sheer number of students that a 

teacher is responsible for can negatively affect relationships and communication (Toren, 2013). 

A student advisory period gives middle grades teachers a smaller number of students on which to 

focus communication efforts. This increased communication allows parents and teachers to form 

effective partnerships and to recognize social, organization, and academic struggles as they arise 

and to provide collaborative interventions in a timely fashion (Anderson et al., 2000). 
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Akos (2002) asserted that students who transition to the middle school still require an 

elementary approach to rehearsing procedures. These procedures need to be reinforced through 

practice (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2014). A student advisory provides students the opportunity to 

learn organizational expectations and procedures without interfering with time dedicated to 

academic matters. Students could take this time early in the school year to learn behavioral 

expectations, review note-taking or study strategies, and other matters that apply across the 

curriculum. Creating a sense of community also provides students an opportunity to build 

relationships and the capacity for peer acceptance. A series of activities during student advisories 

that fosters friendships and strengthens social bonds addresses students’ greatest perceived 

benefit of the transition to middle school.  

Administrative Visits to Classroom 

Despite the best intentions of any comprehensive transition program, students are bound 

to discover they are having difficulty or have experienced adversity in ways they had not 

anticipated. To ease any additional transition stress that these unexpected challenges, school 

administrators should visit all sixth-grade advisories after the first week of school to discuss any 

new student concerns regarding the transition to middle school (Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; 

Schoffner & Williamson, 2000). These visits could also serve to begin to identify students who 

may not be transitioning to middle school successfully and are in need of additional interventions 

(Anderson et al., 2000). 

Academic Supports 

The principal concern for students in this district preparing to progress to the middle 

school was academic in nature. Student indicated that their chief concern in moving to the 

middle grades was the anticipated amount and difficulty of the work. Their secondary worry was 
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that their grades would be lower than that to which they had become accustomed. Student 

feedback, therefore, dictates that there should be supports in place for those students who 

demonstrate academic shortcomings. 

Through the work of transition teams, students with academic deficiencies should be 

identified prior to the transition to middle school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Andrews & Bishop, 

2012; Association for Middle Level Education, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; 

Gilweski & Nunn, 2016; Wormeli, 2011). Those students determined to be academically at-risk 

through classroom performance, standardized tests, or some other measure should be scheduled 

for a course designed to address the need for basic skills enhancements in reading, mathematics, 

or both. This course would be presented during an elective period by a certified teacher. By 

limiting this to a single, first semester only course, students would still have the ability to 

participate in at least one other elective of their choosing, which was an important middle school 

benefit described by parents. This basic skills enhancement model would not interfere with state-

mandated physical education requirements (North Carolina State Board of Education, 2016).  

Another strategy to address students who are at-risk academically is for the school to host 

skills development sessions on Saturdays (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Fields, 2002; Gilweski & 

Nunn, 2016). Instructors and tutors for these Saturday sessions could include community 

mentors, teachers, and older, academically proficient students who require volunteer hours to 

qualify for certain scholarships (Public Schools of North Carolina, n.d.; Wormelli, 2011). After 

school teacher-directed tutoring is already commonly utilized in this district. Additional 

strategies for supporting student learning can be found in the Suggested Policies and Practices 

section of this chapter. 

Additional Transitional Support 
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Akos (2002) lamented that middle school transition programs often incorrectly assume 

that once students have entered the middle grades, the transition is complete and students can go 

about the business of being middle school students. The transition to middle school is an ongoing 

process that may take many months into a student’s sixth-grade year (Arowsafe & Irvin, 1992; 

Gilweski & Nunn, 2016). Middle grades transition teams can take a lead role in continuing to 

provide transition supports to students (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006). The transition team should 

meet periodically after the transition to middle school to plan interventions for students who have 

struggled being successful either academically, socially, or organizationally since transitioning to 

the middle grades.   

Suggested Practices and Policies 

Academic and Behavioral Supports 

The school district leaders, school-based administrators, and classroom teachers must be 

keenly aware of the developmental needs of adolescent learners. Educational practices and 

policies should align with the unique challenges that face adolescents. Through a focus group 

interview with school administrators in the district, it was discovered they were unable to 

describe the methods they employed to assure that classroom teachers were engaging middle 

grades students with developmentally appropriate pedagogical techniques. The sharp increase in 

short-term suspensions after the transition to middle school and the lack of appropriate academic 

progress on statewide standardized assessments further illustrates the need for strategies that 

more appropriately address the needs of our young adolescents. 

Survey results indicated that sixth grade teachers believe that students often progress to 

middle school without appropriate organizational, note-taking, time management, or study skills. 

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) is an evidence-based program that can 
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provide students access to those skills. One of the core tenets of the AVID program is a focus on 

organizational skills (Bendall, Bolhoefer, & Koilpillai, 2015). AVID teaches effective note-

taking systems, organizing homework and other school information, summarization for 

comprehension, outcome-based strategies to help students monitor their learning, and many other 

strategies designed to optimize opportunities for learning (Bendall et al., 2015). All eight middle 

schools in this district utilize AVID strategies in their instructional programs, but only six of the 

twenty elementary schools regularly use these techniques. Through district and school leaders 

encouraging the use of these strategies in fifth-grade classrooms, many of the organizational 

concerns of sixth-grade teachers could be met and less instructional time would be lost in middle 

school teaching students these skills. 

It has been well-documented that allowing students to practice skills strengthens the 

developing pathways in their brain (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Given 

this information, it is important that students are provided the opportunity to practice their 

developing skill sets such as planning, foreseeing and accepting consequences, and self-

regulation (McNeely & Blanchard, 2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015). Students have a natural 

inclination to hone these skills and they do so by demanding more autonomy and as educators, 

we must respond appropriately by providing students an increasing level of control (Beland, 

2014; Caskey & Ruben, 2003; Eccles et al., 1993, Goldstein et al., 2015; McNeely & Blanchard, 

2009; Steinberg, 2011, 2015; Wang & Holcombe, 2010).  

In an attempt to provide students with more control over their education, teachers should 

consider the use of student-directed projects and rubrics to assess their performance on those 

projects (Beland, 2014; California Department of Education, n.d.; Caskey & Ruben, 2003). 

When provided a choice, intrinsic motivation increases and students learning becomes more 
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important to them for their own reasons (Beland, 2014). Students are able to formulate their own 

essential questions that require them to plan ahead, carry out that plan, and make predictions, all 

of which stimulate synaptic growth in their developing brains (Beland, 2014; Steinberg, 2011).  

Student directed projects allow them to connect their learning to the world around them, giving 

their learning more significance (Beland, 2014; California Department of Education, n.d.; 

Caskey & Ruben, 2003).  

The use of rubrics is a powerful tool for assessment and feedback (Marzano, Pickering, & 

Pollock, 2001). Rubrics allow educators to assess not just mastery of content, but the process that 

students used to achieve mastery (California Department of Education, n.d.; Marzano et al., 

2001). Student-created rubrics allow students even greater autonomy in demonstrating mastery 

(Beland, 2014; California Department of Education, n.d.). Such a strategy allows students to 

choose how they demonstrate mastery of a topic and allows them to transfer their learning to 

real-world problem-solving (California Department of Education, n.d.). Beland (2014) 

demonstrated that using strategies that provide greater autonomy and that focus on the process of 

mastery rather than the mastery of a skill fosters greater school engagement, which, as survey 

results illustrated, declined in this district after students transitioned to the middle school. 

The marked increase in student suspensions may be partially addressed by improved 

preparation for the middle grades through an effective middle school transition program (Akos, 

2002). However, there needs to be a more systematic approach to reducing the instructional time 

lost to students during short-term suspensions as well as the time lost to teachers and 

administrators in addressing those behaviors and their after-effects. Exclusionary discipline such 

as out-of-school suspensions is an ineffective tool for addressing undesirable student behaviors 

and is often a discriminatory practice (Green et al., 2018). There is a high degree of recidivism 
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regarding out-of-school suspension and this practice is associated with lower academic 

achievement, student disengagement, and the deterioration of the relationship between the school 

and the home (Green et al., 2018). This stands in direct conflict with the goals of a 

comprehensive middle grades transition program. 

Students are much more unlikely to engage in undesirable classroom behaviors if they 

have their basic needs met and have the skills and knowledge to understand information 

expectations so as to be successful in the classroom (Green et al., 2018). The multi-tiered system 

of support offered through Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support provides students with 

the opportunity to find that success. PBIS represents an approach to student success that is 

comprised of practices, systems, and interventions for establishing supports for learning, 

teaching, and behavior necessary to optimize opportunities for success for all students 

(Evanovich & Scott, 2016; OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports, 2017). 

  PBIS offers tiered responses that allow interventions to be tailored specifically to 

individual student needs (Evanovich & Scott, 2016; OSEP Technical Assistance Center on 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 2017). There is more than adequate evidence 

that utilizing this approach is effective at creating positive academic and social outcomes for 

students in need of additional supports to be successful in school (OSEP Technical Assistance 

Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 2017). The preventative practices and 

interventions prescribed by PBIS has been shown to reduce the need for exclusionary discipline 

and recidivism (OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports, 2017). Unfortunately, only three middle schools in this district are actively training 

staff and implementing strategies espoused through the PBIS process. Encouraging 
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administrators to across the district to implement the PBIS philosophy with fidelity would be an 

important part of any plan to reduce out-of-school suspensions (OSEP Technical Assistance 

Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 2017).   

Athletic Participation 

Parent survey data indicated that many parents were excited about the opportunity for 

students to participate in interscholastic sports. Until recently, sixth grade students have been 

disallowed from participating in interscholastic athletics. In 2017, the North Carolina Board of 

Education amended this policy to allow sixth-grade students to participate in interscholastic 

athletics, except for football, but left the decision of allowing participation to the LEA (North 

Carolina State Board of Education, 2017). This district decided against allowing sixth grade 

participation. Based on parent survey data, it would be advisable for the LEA to reconsider this 

decision and allow sixth-grade students to opportunity to participate in interscholastic athletics.  

Summary 

The middle school transition is a critical juncture in the life of an adolescent. The success 

of a student during this time is often predictive of future success. A comprehensive plan that 

minimizes the stress that inevitably occurs during this educational progression is an integral 

component of the transition to the middle grades. While there are many examples of such plans 

in the literature, there is no one-size-fits-all program for students. Each community, each school, 

and each child is different and brings their own perspectives to the transition to middle school. 

That is why it is essential that the thoughts and feelings of all stakeholders affected by this 

transition are ingrained into any transition plan. This Problem of Practice dissertation has 

considered the body or research involving the middle grades, the adolescent learner, and 

exemplary programs and combined that information with the perspectives of district students, 



  
 

153 
 

parents, teachers, and administrators affected by this transition to develop mandatory actions that 

create the framework of a comprehensive middle school transition plan that addresses the unique 

needs of the stakeholders of this district.  

Additional Considerations 

Recommendations  

Despite the increased attention on the importance of the middle grades as a result of the 

middle school movement, teacher and administrator feedback collected during the course of this 

study demonstrated a lack of understanding of current research on adolescent development and 

the effects it can have on education. Being well-versed in this information is essential to creating 

and employing effective educational strategies in middle grade classrooms. While it is incumbent 

upon middle grades educators to remain abreast of current research and pedagogical practices, 

data collected during this study indicated that both teachers and principals lack a rudimentary 

understanding of adolescent development. Therefore, it is strongly recommended that colleges 

and universities re-examine both teacher and principal preparation programs and identify 

opportunities to incorporate childhood development, specifically adolescent development, into 

those programs. Providing teachers and principals with strong foundations in this knowledge 

would better prepare them for the challenges that come with educating adolescents and give them 

the information they would need to effectively adjust their educational practices. 

Considerations for Future Study 

This Problem of Practice dissertation only considered fifth grade students as a single 

demographic group. There are opportunities for further study by considering other populations 

that experience the middle grades transition as each of these populations could be affected in 

different ways. Future research could consider how the transition from elementary to middle 
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school affects students in different racial or ethnic populations, socioeconomic groups, students 

with disabilities, different genders, or students who identify as LGBTQ.
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APPENDIX A: PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

East Carolina University 

College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

 

I am presently working on my Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at East Carolina 

University. As part of my degree requirements, I am planning an educational research project 

that will help me to learn more about assisting students with the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The fundamental goal of this research study is to create a plan that will relieve 

much of the student and caregiver stress for that often accompanies this transition.  

 

As part of this research project, your child has the opportunity to participate in several 

anonymous surveys this year that will allow me to gather student opinions about the transition to 

middle school. As this study is for educational research purposes only, the results of your child’s 

participation will not affect your child’s grades and personal data will not be collected. 

 

I am requesting permission from you to use your child’s opinions in my research study. I am also 

requesting parent/guardian participation. Please know that participation is entirely voluntary and 

anonymous. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at (910) 455-2211 or by 

emailing me at gartnerb05@students.ecu.edu. If you have questions about your child’s rights as 

someone taking part in research, you may call the Office of Research Integrity & Compliance 

(ORIC) at phone number 252-744-2914 (days, 8:00 am-5:00 pm). If you would like to report a 

complaint or concern about this research study, you may call the Director of the OHRI, at 252-

744-1971. 

   

If you permit your child’s opinions to be used in my study, please return the bottom portion of 

this form to your child’s teacher by Monday, March 20, 2017. Thank you for your interest in my 

educational research study.  

 

Your Partner in Education, 

 

 

Brendan Gartner 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

As the parent or guardian of ______________________________________,  

               (print your student’s name) 

 

 I grant my permission for Mr. Gartner to use my child’s opinions in his educational 

research project regarding middle school transitions. I fully understand that my child’s 

responses will be kept completely confidential and will be used only for the purposes of Mr. 

Gartner’s research study. I also understand that I or my child may at any time decide to 

withdraw my/our permission and that my child’s grades will not be affected by 

withdrawing from the study.  

 

 I would also like to participate in Mr. Gartner’s study. He may send me the anonymous 

parent/guardian surveys at the following email address: 

______________________________________ 

 

Signature of Parent/Guardian:____________________________________________ 

Date___________



 

 
 

APPENDIX B: PARENTAL CONSENT FORM COVER LETTER 

 

 

 

East Carolina University 
College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

Dear Educator, 

 

I am presently working on my Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at East Carolina 

University. As part of my degree requirements, I am planning an educational research project 

that will help me to learn more about assisting students with the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The fundamental goal of this research study is to create a plan that will relieve 

much of the student and caregiver stress that often accompanies this transition.  

 

As part of this research project, I am collecting student data regarding their thoughts and feelings 

about the middle school transition. Enclosed in this envelope, please find permission slips for 

you students. Once signed and returned, they will allow me to anonymously survey your students 

and gather the data for my study. I am asking that you send these home with your students as 

soon as possible and collect them and return them to me via courier on March 20, 2017. The 

courier envelope can be addressed to Brendan Gartner in Student Services at the district office. 

 

While I do need some assistance with data collection, I am well aware of the demands on your 

time and I have designed this process to be as minimally intrusive as possible. I am requesting 

only that you send home, collect, and return any signed permission slips to me via courier at the 

district office on March 20, 2017, provide the participating students with a URL that I will send 

you that will direct them to the survey, and allow a few minutes for students to complete the 

brief surveys. There will be three surveys in total, each shorter than the last, so the time 

investment should be kept to a minimum. 

 

I cannot thank you enough for your assistance in this endeavor. The intention is not just for me to 

complete my education, but also to create a program that will benefit all of the Onslow County 

Schools students transitioning to middle school. If you have any questions or concerns, please do 

not hesitate to email me at brendan.gartner@onslow.k12.nc.us or call me at 455-2211 Ext. 

20404.  

 

Your Partner in Education, 

 

 

 

Brendan Gartner 



 
 

 
 

APPENDIX C: PHASE ONE STUDENT SURVEY EMAIL TO TEACHERS 

 

 

Good Morning! 

 

Thank you very, very much for returning the student permission slips for my study. The response 

has been greater than I hoped. Below is a list of students in your class who returned permission 

slips.  

 

Student Name 

Student Name 

Student Name 

 

Please provide these students with this URL sometime this week:  

 

https://goo.gl/P8Rhhx 

 

If the students have a problem accessing the survey, the URL is case sensitive, so that will be the 

most likely problem.  

 

Some students not on this list may tell you that they turned in a permission slip. There were a 

number of slips returned with a signature but no student name and I was unable to determine 

what student it belonged to. Because of university rules, if the student is not on the list above, 

they cannot participate in the survey.  

 

The survey should not take more than ten minutes. Please contact me if there are any issues with 

the survey. Thank you again for all of your help! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Brendan Gartner 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX D: VERBAL CONSENT INSTRUCTIONS 

 

 

East Carolina University 
College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

To:      Onslow County Schools Grade 5 Teachers 

From: Brendan Gartner 

RE:      Student Survey Assent 

 

Dear Educators: 

 

I am presently working on my Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at East Carolina 

University. As part of my degree requirements, I am planning an educational research project 

that will help me to learn more about assisting students with the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The fundamental goal of this research study is to create a plan that will relieve 

much of the student and caregiver stress for that often accompanies this transition.  

 

As part of this research project, students have the opportunity to participate in several 

anonymous surveys this year that will allow me to gather their opinions about the transition to 

middle school. A list of those students in your class whose parents have permitted them to 

participate in these surveys is included with this letter.  Please take a few moments to read aloud 

the following statement to the students prior to having them to begin the survey: 

 

SAY: Thank you for participating in this study that will provide information regarding how 

students feel about the move from elementary school to middle school. In the survey you are 

about take, you will be asked some questions about your experiences at school and your thoughts 

about middle school. All of your answers to this survey are completely anonymous, meaning 

none of the questions will ask for any information like your name, your age, or anything else that 

could identify you. Your answers will not be shared with anyone. Your answers will not have any 

effect on anything else in school, such as your grades. Taking this survey is voluntary and if do 

not want to participate, you do not have to take the survey.     

 

If any students indicate that they do not wish to participate at this point, please reassure them that 

it is their decision whether or not to participate and that it is fine if they do not want to take the 

survey. Thank you for allowing your students a few moments to participate in this study. If you 

have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at (910) 455-2211 or by emailing 

me at brendan.gartner@students.ecu.edu.  

 

Your Partner in Education, 

 

Brendan Gartner



 

 
 

APPENDIX E: PHASE ONE STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

Student Survey 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. The information you provide will help to 

design a plan to help Onslow County students as they move to middle school. This survey is 

completely anonymous and your individual results cannot be shared with anyone so please give 

the most accurate and honest answers you can. Thanks again for your help! 

 

1. I feel challenged at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

2. It is hard for me to get all of my homework done. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

 

3. I get bored at school 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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4. Good grades are important to me. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

5. The work I do in school helps me when I am not in school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

6. I like my teachers. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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7. I can trust my teachers to help me with problems besides schoolwork. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

8. My teachers care about me. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

9. I can get help from my teachers on my schoolwork when I need it. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

10. My teachers listen to me. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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11. School is important to me. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

12. I would recommend my school to someone moving to my town. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

13. Students at my school treat each other well. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

14. The rules at my school are fair. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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15. I feel safe at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

16. I think I am smart. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

17. When I am at school, I feel like I belong. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

18. People at school like me. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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19. I have friends that I can trust to help me with my problems. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

20. I enjoy going to school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

22. Please list some things you are worried about when you think about moving to middle school 

(as many as you can, but no more than ten.) 

 

22. Please list some things you are excited about when you think about moving to middle school 

(as many as you can, but no more than ten.) 

 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX F: PHASE ONE PARENT SURVEY EMAIL 

 

 

East Carolina University 

College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

 

Dear Parents/Guardians, 

  

Thank you very much agreeing to participate in this brief survey and for allowing your children 

to participate in my study.  The survey is designed to take only a few minutes of your time and 

the results will help me create a transition plan for students moving from the elementary school 

to the middle school. This survey is similar to the one your child will take. Just as a reminder, the 

survey is completely anonymous and personal data will not be collected. Here is a link to the 

survey: 

  

Middle School Transition Parent/Guardian Survey 

  

In addition to this survey, I would like to put together one or two parent/guardian focus groups to 

be interviewed regarding their thoughts about middle school. Each group would consist of about 

ten people. If you are interested in participating in a focus group, please respond to this email 

indicating that you would like to do so.  

  

Thank you again for your time. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or 

concerns. 

  

Sincerely, 

  

Brendan Gartner 

Student Services Director, Onslow County Schools 

Doctoral Candidate, East Carolina University 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX G: PHASE ONE PARENT QUESTIONNAIRE  

 

Parent Survey 

 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. The information you provide will help to 

design a plan to help Onslow County Students to successfully and smoothly transition to middle 

school. This survey is completely anonymous and no personal data is tracked or recorded so 

please give the most accurate and honest answers you can. Thanks again for your help! 

 

1. My child feels challenged at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

2. My child says he/she is bored at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

3. My child can get extra help at school if he/she needs it. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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4. It is hard for my child to get all their homework done. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

5. The work my child does in school is relevant to their lives outside of school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

6. There is effective communication between the school and home. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

7. There are opportunities for parents to be involved at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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8. Besides Back to School/Open House, I have been invited to visit my child’s classroom. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

9. The school encourages parent feedback to improve educational services. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

10. Parents and educators at my child’s school work together as a team. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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11. My child thinks school is important. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

12. I would recommend my child’s school to someone moving to my town. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

13. To the best of my knowledge, students at my child’s school treat each other well. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

14. The rules at my child’s school are fair. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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15. My child feels safe at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

16. The school expresses high expectations for my child. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

17. My child feels valued at school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

18. My child feels well-liked by other students. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 
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19. My child has friends at school that he/she can trust. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

20. My child enjoys going to school. 

 

 Strongly agree 

 Agree 

 Somewhat agree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Somewhat disagree 

 Disagree 

 Strongly disagree 

 

21. Please list some things you are worried about when you think about your child moving to 

middle school (as many as you can, but no more than ten.) 

 

22. Please list some things you are excited about when you think about your child moving to 

middle school (as many as you can, but no more than ten.)  

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX H: PHASE TWO STUDENT SURVEY EMAIL TO TEACHERS 

 

Good Morning! 

 

Thank you again for providing your students with a few moments to complete the first survey 

about middle school transitions. Please take a moment sometime this week to provide the 

approved students with the link below for the second survey (there are three total.) 

 

https://goo.gl/4fDXv9 

 

As a reminder, the URL is case-sensitive if any students have problems accessing it. 

 

This survey is only two questions. The software I am using estimates less than one minute for the 

survey, but I am figuring on somewhere between three and five minutes. The survey is just two 

drag and drop lists. Students hover the mouse cursor over a choice and it will highlight that 

choice. They will just click, hold, and drag the choice to where they want it on the list.  

 

Here is the list of students who submitted permission slips to participate: 

 

Student Name 

Student Name 

Student Name 

 

Thank you again for allowing few moments of time for students to participate in my study. 

Please contact me if you have any questions or concerns. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

  



 
 

 
 

APPENDIX I: PHASE TWO STUDENT SURVEY 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this survey about the move to middle 

school. There are only two questions in this survey and they are based on the results from the 

first survey you answered.  Remember, this survey is completely anonymous and your individual 

results cannot be shared with anyone, so please give the most accurate and honest answers you 

can. Thanks again for your help! 

 

On the first survey, you were asked to list some things you were worried about when thinking 

about moving to middle school. The list below shows the ten most common types of answers for 

that question and some examples of answers that fit into that category. Please put them in order 

from things you are most worried about to least worried about (what you are most worried about 

moving to middle school should be at the top of your list.)  Just drag and drop each one into its 

place on your list.  

 

 Friendships (For example: I won't know anyone, no one will like me, it will be hard to 

make new friends) 

 Bullying (For example: Being bullied, people making fun of me, people being mean) 

 The amount or difficulty of the work (For example: Lots of homework, harder work, not 

understanding the work) 

 My grades (For example: Getting bad grades, not getting A's and B's, failing) 

 Teachers (For example: The teachers might be mean, the teachers might be strict, I won't 

know the teachers) 

 Movement (For example: Having to change classes, getting lost, being late to class) 

 Classes (For example: Math, reading, having physical education every day) 

 Social concerns (For example: Drama, being the new kid, learning how middle school is 

different from elementary school) 

 School climate (For example: New rules, other students misbehaving, fights, drugs) 

 Concerns about yourself (For example: Getting stressed out, growing up, making 

mistakes) 

 

On the first survey, you were asked to list some things you were excited about when thinking 

about moving to middle school. The list below shows the eight most common types of answers 

for that question and some examples of answers that fit into that category. Please put them in 

order from things you are most excited about to least excited about (what you are most excited 

about moving to middle school should be at the top of your list.)  Just drag and drop each one 

into its place on your list.  

 

 Friendships (For example: Making new friends, seeing old friends, meeting people from 

other schools) 

 Having more/new Teachers (For example: Different teachers for each class, meeting new 

teachers, getting to know new teachers) 

 Having more/new Classes (For example: Different Encores, PE every day, having a 

different schedule)
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 Independence (For example: No lines when switching classes, having a locker, being 

treated more like an adult) 

 Extracurricular activities (For example: Clubs, sports, leadership activities) 

 New learning experiences (For example: Learning new things, more challenging work, 

finding different ways to learn) 

 New school experiences (For example: Being in a new building, going to sixth grade, 

leaving elementary school) 

 Personal growth (For example: A fresh start, growing up, trying new things) 

 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX J: PHASE THREE STUDENT SURVEY EMAIL TO TEACHERS 

Final Survey!!  Thank you so much for all of your help with my study. I hope that the surveys 

were not difficult to manage and that it did not take up much of your time. This last student 

survey is just like the last one, only shorter. There are only five choices in the two questions and 

the students already know how to order the choices, so this should take one or two minutes at 

most. The participating students are listed below. Please allow them a brief moment this week to 

complete the survey. Thank you again for all of your help!   

 

https://goo.gl/RrCFJJ 

 

(By the way, before the end of the year, I will be sending out a brief teacher survey about middle 

school transitions. I would love to know your thoughts!)  

 

Student Name 

Student Name 

Student Name 

 

Thank you again for allowing few moments of time for students to participate in my study. 

Please contact me if you have any questions or concerns. 

 

Sincerely, 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX K: PHASE THREE STUDENT SURVEY 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this final survey about the move to middle 

school. There are only two questions in this survey and they are based on the results from the 

first survey you answered.  Remember, this survey is completely anonymous and your individual 

results cannot be shared with anyone, so please give the most accurate and honest answers you 

can. Thanks again for all of your help!  Have a great summer! 

 

On the second survey, you were asked to order a list of things that students said they were 

worried about when thinking about moving to middle school. The list below shows the five top 

answers and some examples of answers that fit into that category. Please put the list below in 

order from things you are most worried about to least worried about (what you are most worried 

about moving to middle school should be at the top of your list.)  Just drag and drop each one 

into its place on your list.  

 

 The amount or difficulty of the work (For example: Lots of homework, harder work, not 

understanding the work) 

 Bullying (For example: Being bullied, people making fun of me, people being mean) 

 Friendships (For example: I won't know anyone, no one will like me, it will be hard to 

make new friends) 

 My grades (For example: Getting bad grades, not getting A's and B's, failing) 

 Movement (For example: Having to change classes, getting lost, being late to class) 

 

On the second survey, you were asked to order a list of things that students said they 

were excited about when thinking about moving to middle school. The list below shows the five 

top answers and some examples of answers that fit into that category. Please put the list below in 

order from things you are most excited about to least excited about (what you are most worried 

about moving to middle school should be at the top of your list.)  Just drag and drop each one 

into its place on your list.  

 

 Friendships (For example: Making new friends, seeing old friends, meeting people from 

other schools) 

 Independence (For example: No lines when switching classes, having a locker, being 

treated more like an adult) 

 Extracurricular activities (For example: Clubs, sports, leadership activities) 

 New school experiences (For example: Being in a new building, going to sixth grade, 

leaving elementary school) 

 Personal growth (For example: A fresh start, growing up, trying new things) 



 

 
 

APPENDIX L: PHASE THREE TEACHER SURVEY INFORMATIONAL LETTER 

 

 

East Carolina University 

College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

 

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

I am presently working on my Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at East Carolina 

University. As part of my degree requirements, I am planning an educational research project 

that will help me to learn more about assisting students with the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The fundamental goal of this research study is to create a plan that will relieve 

much of the student and caregiver stress that often accompanies this transition.  

 

As part of this research project, you have the opportunity to participate in an anonymous survey 

that will allow me to gather teacher opinions about the transition to middle school. As this study 

is for educational research purposes only, personal data will not be collected. 

 

I am requesting your assistance with this study. In the next week, you will be sent an anonymous 

survey with the intention of gathering your thoughts and opinions about the student transition 

from elementary to middle school. Participation in this study completely anonymous and 

voluntary.  

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at (910) 455-2211 or by 

emailing me at brendan.gartner@onslow.k12.nc.us. If you have questions about your rights as 

someone taking part in research, you may call the Office of Research Integrity & Compliance 

(ORIC) at phone number 252-744-2914 (days, 8:00 am-5:00 pm). If you would like to report a 

complaint or concern about this research study, you may call the Director of the OHRI, at 252-

744-1971. 

   

If you are interested in participating in this study, simply respond to the survey that will be sent 

to you via email. Thank you for your interest in my educational research study.  

 

Your Partner in Education, 

 

 

 

Brendan Gartner 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX M: PHASE THREE TEACHER SURVEY EMAIL 

Good Evening! 

 

Thank you once again for all of your help with my study. I know that your time is very valuable 

and I appreciate all of the time you took to assist me. As a final piece of data collection, I would 

like to ask you what you think about the transition to middle school. My preliminary research has 

shown that relatively few programs and studies take teacher input into account. It my belief that 

your expertise is invaluable when considering transition programs for our students and I would 

sincerely appreciate your thoughts. Below is a link to a teacher survey. It should not take more 

than 10 minutes (there are only 8 questions, but some are open ended.)   Please remember that 

participation is strictly voluntary and completely anonymous. If you choose to participate, please 

complete the survey prior to leaving for the summer. Thank you again for everything and I hope 

you have a wonderful break!! 

 

Teacher Survey 

https://ecu.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9BUlyta0xhogtkF


 

 
 

APPENDIX N: PHASE THREE GRADE FIVE TEACHER SURVEY 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this survey about middle school transitions. My 

preliminary research has shown that relatively few programs and studies take teacher input into account. 
It my belief that your expertise is invaluable when considering transition programs for our students and I 

would sincerely appreciate your thoughts. Remember, this survey is completely anonymous and your 

individual results cannot be shared with anyone, so please give the most accurate and honest answers you 

can. Thanks again for all of your help!  Have a great summer! 
 

Over a series of questionnaires, students were asked what most WORRIED them about the move to 

middle school. Below are their five most common answers. Please drag and drop the choices below to 
place them in the order that you believe students listed them from most worried to least worried. 

 

 My grades (For example: Getting bad grades, not getting A's and B's, failing) 

 Friendships (For example: I won't know anyone, no one will like me, it will be hard to make new 

friends) 

 The amount or difficulty of the work (For example: Lots of homework, harder work, not 

understanding the work) 

 Bullying (For example: Being bullied, people making fun of me, people being mean) 

 Movement (For example: Having to change classes, getting lost, being late to class) 

 

Over a series of questionnaires, students were asked what most EXCITED them about the move to middle 

school. Below are their five most common answers. Please drag and drop the choices below to place them 
in the order that you believe students listed them from most excited to least excited. 

 

 Independence (For example: No lines when switching classes, having a locker, being treated 

more like an adult) 

 New school experiences (For example: Being in a new building, going to sixth grade, leaving 

elementary school) 

 Personal growth (For example: A fresh start, growing up, trying new things) 

 Friendships (For example: Making new friends, seeing old friends, meeting people from other 

schools) 

 Extracurricular activities (For example: Clubs, sports, leadership activities) 

 
What, if any, transition activities are you aware of that are sponsored by the district? 

What, if any, transition activities are of you aware of that are sponsored by your school? 

What are some activities that you believe should be implemented to help students before transitioning to 

middle school? 

 
What are some activities that you believe should be implemented to help students after transitioning to 

middle school? 

 
What do you think are some of the most important skills/information that students need to learn prior to 

moving to middle school? 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX O: PHASE THREE GRADE SIX TEACHER SURVEY 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this survey about middle school transitions. My 

preliminary research has shown that relatively few programs and studies take teacher input into account. 
It my belief that your expertise is invaluable when considering transition programs for our students and I 

would sincerely appreciate your thoughts. Remember, this survey is completely anonymous and your 

individual results cannot be shared with anyone, so please give the most accurate and honest answers you 

can. Thanks again for all of your help!  Have a great summer! 
 

Over a series of questionnaires, students were asked what most WORRIED them about the move to 

middle school. Below are their five most common answers. Please drag and drop the choices below to 
place them in the order that you believe students listed them from most worried to least worried. 

 

 My grades (For example: Getting bad grades, not getting A's and B's, failing) 

 Friendships (For example: I won't know anyone, no one will like me, it will be hard to make new 

friends) 

 The amount or difficulty of the work (For example: Lots of homework, harder work, not 

understanding the work) 

 Bullying (For example: Being bullied, people making fun of me, people being mean) 

 Movement (For example: Having to change classes, getting lost, being late to class) 

 

Over a series of questionnaires, students were asked what most EXCITED them about the move to middle 

school. Below are their five most common answers. Please drag and drop the choices below to place them 
in the order that you believe students listed them from most excited to least excited. 

 

 Independence (For example: No lines when switching classes, having a locker, being treated 

more like an adult) 

 New school experiences (For example: Being in a new building, going to sixth grade, leaving 

elementary school) 

 Personal growth (For example: A fresh start, growing up, trying new things) 

 Friendships (For example: Making new friends, seeing old friends, meeting people from other 

schools) 

 Extracurricular activities (For example: Clubs, sports, leadership activities) 

 
What, if any, transition activities are you aware of that are sponsored by the district? 

What, if any, transition activities are of you aware of that are sponsored by your school? 

What are some activities that you believe should be implemented to help students before transitioning to 

middle school? 

 
What are some activities that you believe should be implemented to help students after transitioning to 

middle school? 

 
What do you think are some of the most important skills/information that students need to learn prior to 

moving to middle school? 

 

What important skills/information do you believe students are typically lacking when they transition to 
middle school? 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX P: PHASE FOUR STUDENT SURVEY EMAIL TO TEACHERS 

Good Morning, 

 

My name is Brendan Gartner and along with working for Onslow County Schools, I am 

presently working on my Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at East Carolina 

University. As part of my degree requirements, I am planning an educational research project 

that will help me to learn more about assisting students with the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The fundamental goal of this research study is to create a plan that will relieve 

much of the student and caregiver stress that often accompanies this transition. 

 

During their fifth grade year, some of your students’ parents granted permission for them to 

participate in this research. As part of my research, those students have completed several online 

surveys. This is a list of your students who have been participating: 

 

Student 

Student Name 

Student Name 

Student Name 

 

To complete my data collection, I am requesting that you please provide the above named 

students with the URL below during homeroom and allow them a few minutes so that they may 

complete this final survey.  

 

https://goo.gl/8UbH3z 

 

If the students have a problem accessing the survey, the URL is case sensitive, so that will be the 

most likely problem.  

 

Some students not on this list may tell you that they turned in a permission slip or have been 

participating. Because of university rules, if the student is not on the list above, they cannot 

participate in the survey.  

 

The survey should take less than ten minutes. Please contact me if there are any issues with the 

survey. Thank you again for all of your help! 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX Q: PHASE FOUR PARENT SURVEY LETTER 

 

 

East Carolina University 

College of Education  

154 Speight Building, Mail Stop 504 

East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 USA | Phone: 252-328-4260 | Fax: 252-328-

4219 

 

Dear Parents/Guardians, 

  

Last April, you were gracious enough to agree to participate in my study regarding middle school 

transitions and you took the time to complete a brief survey. Now that your child has transitioned 

to middle school, I would again ask that you complete a brief survey about their experiences in 

school so far in sixth grade. The survey is designed to take only a few minutes of your time and 

the results will help me create a transition plan for students moving from the elementary school 

to the middle school. Just as a reminder, the survey is completely anonymous and personal data 

will not be collected.  

 

Here is a link to the survey: 

 

Middle School Transition Parent/Guardian Survey: Grade 6 Students  

 

For those parents/guardians who agreed to participate in a focus group, I will be sending out a 

separate email shortly with potential dates/times. 

 

Thank you again for your time. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or 

concerns. 

  

Sincerely, 

  

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX R: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 

 

EAST  CAROLINA  UNIVERSITY 

University & Medical Center Institutional Review Board Office  
4N-70 Brody Medical Sciences Building· Mail Stop 682 

600 Moye Boulevard · Greenville, NC 27834 

Office 252-744-2914  · Fax 252-744-2284  · www.ecu.edu/irb 

 

Notification of Initial Approval: Expedited 

From: Social/Behavioral IRB 

To: Brendan Gartner 

CC: Jim McDowelle  

Date: 3/7/2017  

Re: UMCIRB 17-000274  
Awkward to Awesome 

I am pleased to inform you that your Expedited Application was approved. Approval of the study and 
any consent form(s) is for the period of 3/7/2017 to 3/6/2018. The research study is eligible for review 

under expedited category #7. The Chairperson (or designee) deemed this study no more than minimal 

risk. 
Changes to this approved research may not be initiated without UMCIRB review except when necessary 

to eliminate an apparent immediate hazard to the participant. All unanticipated problems involving risks 

to participants and others must be promptly reported to the UMCIRB. The investigator must submit a 

continuing review/closure application to the UMCIRB prior to the date of study expiration. The 
Investigator must adhere to all reporting requirements for this study.  

 

Approved consent documents with the IRB approval date stamped on the document should be used to 
consent participants (consent documents with the IRB approval date stamp are found under the 

Documents tab in the study workspace). 

 
The approval includes the following items:  

Name Description 

Awkward to Awsome IRB Proposal .docx Study Protocol or Grant Application 

Dissertation Parent Survey Questions.docx Surveys and Questionnaires 

Dissertation Student Survey Questions.docx Surveys and Questionnaires 

Letter to Parents (Spanish Version).docx Translated Consent Document 

 

  

Letter to Parents.docx Recruitment Documents/Scripts 

Letter to Parents.docx Consent Forms 

Letter to Teachers.docx Consent Forms 

Letter to Teachers.docx Recruitment Documents/Scripts 

OCS IRB Approval.pdf Dataset Use Approval/Permission 

Verbal Consent for Students.docx Consent Forms 
 

The Chairperson (or designee) does not have a potential for conflict of interest on this study. 

 

IRB00000705 East Carolina U IRB #1 (Biomedical) IORG0000418 

IRB00003781 East Carolina U IRB #2 (Behavioral/SS) IORG0000418 

https://epirate.ecu.edu/App/Doc/0/V27CSN0T0NC45FAPU7OIUKEU4C/fromString.html
https://epirate.ecu.edu/App/Doc/0/V27CSN0T0NC45FAPU7OIUKEU4C/fromString.html


 

 
 

APPENDIX S: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD CONTINUING APPROVAL 

 

 

EAST  CAROLINA  UNIVERSITY 

University & Medical Center Institutional Review Board Office  
4N-70 Brody Medical Sciences Building· Mail Stop 682 
600 Moye Boulevard · Greenville, NC 27834 

Office 252-744-2914  · Fax 252-744-2284  · www.ecu.edu/irb 

 

Notification of Continuing Review Approval: Expedited 

 

From: Social/Behavioral IRB 

To: Brendan Gartner 

CC: Jim McDowelle  

Date: 1/16/2018  

Re: CR00006598  

UMCIRB 17-000274  

Awkward to Awesome 

 

The continuing review of your expedited study was approved. Approval of the study and any consent 
form(s) is for the period of 1/15/2018 to 1/14/2019. This research study is eligible for review under 

expedited category #7. The Chairperson (or designee) deemed this study no more than minimal risk. 

Changes to this approved research may not be initiated without UMCIRB review except when necessary 

to eliminate an apparent immediate hazard to the participant. All unanticipated problems involving risks 
to participants and others must be promptly reported to the UMCIRB. The investigator must submit a 

continuing review/closure application to the UMCIRB prior to the date of study expiration. The 

Investigator must adhere to all reporting requirements for this study.  
 

Approved consent documents with the IRB approval date stamped on the document should be used to 

consent participants (consent documents with the IRB approval date stamp are found under the 

Documents tab in the study workspace). 
 

The approval includes the following items: 

Document Description 

Awkward to Awsome IRB Proposal .docx(0.01) Study Protocol or Grant Application 

Dissertation Parent Survey Questions.docx(0.01) Surveys and Questionnaires 

Dissertation Student Survey Questions.docx(0.01) Surveys and Questionnaires 

Letter to Parents (Spanish Version).docx(0.01) Translated Consent Document 

Letter to Parents.docx(0.02) Recruitment Documents/Scripts 

Letter to Parents.docx(0.01) Consent Forms 

Letter to Teachers.docx(0.01) Consent Forms 

Letter to Teachers.docx(0.01) Recruitment Documents/Scripts 
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