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FAMILY INVOLVEMENT IN SCHOOL TRANSITIONS 
Moving to the next school—new experiences in sight! 

School and family partnerships will help make it right. 

Making a smooth transition is a challenge 
that students meet at every school level.  They 
wonder: Will I be prepared? Make new friends?  Be 
happy?   

Working with educators, parents can help 
ease students’ transitions from home to pre-k,  pre-k 
to kindergarten, elementary to middle, middle to 
high, and high school to post-secondary programs. 
Community partners also may provide guidance and 
resources to help students and families move 
successfully from school to school.    

Changing schools is both frightening and 
exciting.  Leaving a familiar, comfortable school to 
go to the next—often larger—school may create 
anxiety for even the most confident students.  At the 
same time, progressing to the next level may bolster 
children’s self-esteem—making them feel more 
“grown up” at each stage of schooling.  When well-
planned partnership practices for transitions are in 
place, the “feeder” and “receiver” schools can help 
alleviate students’ and parents’ concerns. 

Parents should be invited to learn about the 
new school their child will attend before the 
transition takes place.  They may attend welcoming 
activities at the new site, meet teachers and 
administrators, and learn about the curriculum, 
programs, and services.  These simple activities, 
when well-planned and conveniently-scheduled, 
reduce parents’ and students’ worries about 
changing schools. Siblings and friends who attended 
the new school also may provide useful information 
and good guidance about the people and programs 
that await the incoming students and parents.   

In addition to major transitions to new 
schools, all students make annual transitions to the 
next grade level and new teachers.  Some make 
unexpected transitions if the family moves to a new 
community.  Good partnership programs welcome 
all families at the start of each school year and 
newcomers at any time. 

Transition activities should aim to maximize 
students’ positive adjustment to the new school. This 
not only helps the student set a positive course for 
learning, it also helps teachers focus on instruction, 
rather than on students’ distressed or distracted 
behaviors.  Thus, it is worth working on transition 
activities to support students, parents, and teachers.   

The activities in this Sampler were reported 
as promising partnership practices by schools that 
have worked with NNPS across the years.  They 
illustrate how the six types of involvement may be 
used to enable parents to take different roles in 
transitions across the grades.   The activities include 
readiness for kindergarten, a get-together picnic 
before school starts, orientations to middle and high 
schools, strengthening academic skills for high 
school, choosing high school courses, and other 
activities to welcome students and parents..

Improve Classroom Teaching  

The sample activities were conducted by 
schools’ Action Teams for Partnerships (ATPs) and 
engaged many teachers, students, parents, and 
administrators working together to improve 
students’ transitions at all school levels.  Individual 
teachers and grade-level teams (particularly at key 
transition points) may adopt, adapt, and improve the 
activities to meet the needs of their students and 
families. For example, sixth grade teachers could 
plan a pre-session for new students and families 
prior to a general Back to School Night.  At any 
transition point, teachers could adapt the Parent-to-
Parent Night where a panel of parents whose 
children made the transition last year talk with the 
parents of children who are about to transition to the 
next school level.                       

The ten examples in this Sampler, arranged 
alphabetically, are a few of many excellent activities 
in NNPS collections of Promising Partnership 
Practices. Visit www.partnershipschools.org and 
click on Success Stories for more ideas. 
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  Review of Research:  Family and Community Involvement 
to Improve Student Transitions 

 

Joyce L. Epstein and Frances L. Van Voorhis   
 

When students move to the next school level, families make the transition with them.   Parents need to 
know that their child’s new school welcomes them as partners in their children’s education—starting with the 
transition process. Then, parents and school personnel can work together to support students’ successful 
adjustment to and achievement in a new school.  Educators’ activities to prepare students and parents for any 
transition include individual and group communications, school visits by parents and students, home visits by 
teachers, and exchanges of information among partners conducted prior to the transition, at the time of 
transition; and throughout the transition year.    
 
 

Effects of Transition Activities Across the Grades  
 

Early Grades.  Studies confirm that transition activities are important when children enter preschool 
and when they move to kindergarten.  Studies show that, with background variables accounted for, 
kindergarteners had higher achievement if their schools implemented family involvement activities, compared 
to similar students in other schools (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012; Schulting, Malone, and Dodge, 2005). At the 
preschool level, parents had concerns about how to help their children follow directions, get along with peers, 
relate to teachers, and how they—as parents—could remain involved in the new school (McIntyre, et al, 2007). 

 

A major study of over 16,000 children in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten 
(ECLS-K) sample revealed that the number of school-based transition practices conducted in the fall of 
kindergarten was associated with children’s more positive academic achievement scores at the end of the year, 
after controlling for background and demographic variables. Effects were stronger for children from families 
with low and middle incomes (Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005) and for children who visited the 
kindergarten classroom with a parent before they officially entered the school.  
 

A study of over 3500 kindergarten teachers found that those who had some professional development 
about the transition process conducted more and different transition activities with parents compared to teachers 
who had no preparation on the transition process (Early, Pianta, Taylor, & Cox, 2001).    
 

Older Grades. Students made more successful transitions into middle and high school if their parents 
talked with them about schoolwork and helped them navigate the growing expectations and new experiences at 
each school level.  A study of over 17,000 eighth graders in the NELS:88 data set revealed that, with 
background variables controlled, teens transitioned to high school at higher math levels when parents and 
middle and high school educators communicated with each other in two-way and three-way exchanges of 
information about high school (Crosnoe, 2009).  In “triangulated” communications, parents and students learned 
about course options from high school personnel, and high school personnel learned about the strengths and 
needs of incoming students from parents and middle school educators.  These connections helped teachers place 
students in math and science courses that matched their skill levels and resulted in less “slippage” in learning 
due to incorrect course placements.  This was important for all students, but particularly important for ELL 
students and those from families with low incomes.   

 

Another study using the (NELS:88) data reported that, in general, middle and high schools’ emphases 
on parental involvement significantly increased students’ math skills across the transition point and through 
high school (Holt & Campbell, 2004).  Other studies, too, confirmed that middle grades students made smoother 
transitions and adjustments to high school and achievement in high school if their parents were positively 
engaged with the school and with the students (see a full review and references in Smith, 2006).   

  

All Transitions.  Based on research to date, educators may conclude: 
 At all major transition points, communications of parents and educators in feeder and receiver schools help 

more students adjust to and achieve in their new school.   
 Teachers need in-service education and on-going technical assistance to improve the design and 

implementation of practices that effectively engage parents and students in the transition process.  
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Greenbrier West High School
Charmco, West Virginia

At Greenbrier West High School, the 
students came up with the idea to 
welcome incoming freshman with a Back 

to School Bash.  Having made the difficult transi-
tion into high school themselves, Greenbrier 
West’s students knew how important it was for 
incoming students to start the year on the right 
foot.

The night before school started, 189 parents, 
154 students, 16 teachers, and 22 community 
members gathered together to pave a smooth 
path to high school.  Staff members served 
parents and the new freshman hot dogs, chips, 
and drinks.  Administrators welcomed all partici-
pants in the school gym and presented infor-
mation on pertinent school policies.  After this 
formal gathering, cheerleaders enthusiastically 
took groups of families on a tour of the build-
ing so that the students would feel comfortable 
finding their classes the next day. 

The Action Team for Partnerships (ATP) 
created packets for participants, including 
students’ schedules, county and school policies, 
and other important information that would 
help the adolescents and their parents join school 
functions and become active in decision making. 

In the past, Greenbrier West’s ATP strug-
gled to get parents involved in school activities.  
Abundant publicity helped to encourage families 
and freshmen to attend.  Local newspapers and 
radio stations announced the bash; parents 
received voice messages from the school’s 
automated phone system; and County School 
Board members received personalized invitations 
in the mail.

The ATP reached out to school staff, parents, 
and community partners to help make Back to 
School Bash a success.  Volunteer parents and 
staff made and served dinner, which was donated 
by a school partner—Rainelle Medical Center.  
One teacher made coleslaw and another cooked 
chili.  Area businesses contributed ice and cups, 

and the cafeteria staff helped set up for dinner 
and made tea.  Communities in Schools (CIS) 
staff provided nutritional information to include 
in packets.

Students played an important role in devel-
oping this event.  A group of high school students 
was chosen at random for an advisory discussion 
about ways to improve the school and student 
achievement.  They compiled a list of activities 
that might help.  The newly formed Academic 
Achievement Association used the students’ 
suggestions to plan several events—including the 
Back to School Bash—for the new school year.

The ATP’s goal of involving community 
members paid off.  The Back to School Bash served 
as a jumping off point to recruit new Partners in 
Education.  As a result, nine new partners joined 
the Local School Improvement Council (LSIC).

Several parents, students, and community 
members reported how nice it was to have an 
activity right before school started so that every-
one began on the right foot.  The principal praised 
all planners and participants for helping fresh-
men make a smooth transition to the school.

The ATP and its many partners plan to contin-
ue this practice, but will add more fun activities 
for the students.  They also intend to highlight 
more Partners in Education and encourage even 
stronger school-community ties. 

BACK TO SCHOOL BASH
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Crossing the Bridge 

 

inth grade is pivotal.  Much of what happens 
throughout high school is influenced by the 
start students get academically, socially, and 

emotionally.  To put students at Aiken High School 
in Cincinnati on a sound footing, the Hamilton County 
Family and Children First Council sponsors Crossing 
the Bridge, a two-week transition program. 

In half-day sessions during the two weeks 
before school officially begins, the incoming ninth 
graders spend time on academics, learn study skills, 
get acquainted with school procedures, find their way 
around the building, and tackle social skills, such as 
conflict management, healthy relationships, and 
decision making.   
 “Our Crossing the Bridge program is a 
comprehensive program designed to provide 
students and parents with opportunities to assist 
with the improvement of student outcomes,” said 
the council coordinator who works with Aiken High. 
 Parents are included, too.  During the 
second week of the Summer Bridge, parents and 
guardians are invited to a family dinner and 
orientation.  Parents tour the building, meet 
teachers, and learn about extracurricular activities 
and facts of high school life, such as grade point 
averages and what it takes to get credit for courses. 
 The Bridge program does not end when 
school starts, either.  Ninth graders who would like 
to have a “big brother” or “big sister” are paired with 
older students, and all ninth graders continue to 
meet throughout the school year for team-building 
classes.  Social service providers teach these 
sessions, focusing on social skills, conflict 
management, goal setting, and violence prevention. 
 The goals of the Bridge program are lofty: 

 Increase student achievement and 
decrease the drop-out rate 

 Increase parental involvement in high 
school 

 Increase social skills and enhance positive 
behavior of students 

 
 

 
 

To meet these goals, Crossing the Bridge enlists the 
whole community, drawing on resources from 
colleges, private industry, and social service agencies.  
The Council serves as a catalyst and coordinator of 
services in this and other projects in Cincinnati area 
schools. 

At Aiken High School, a Council coordinator 
and the principal planned the Bridge program to 
reduce the large number of students who regularly 
repeat ninth grade, and to reduce the dropout rate.  
Aiken teachers and area social services providers 
planned the curricula; engineers from General Electric 
and engineering students from Ohio State University 
developed hands-on science projects and worked 
with students; the vice provost of The University of 
Cincinnati lectured and demonstrated the study of 
bones in solving crimes, and local students worked as 
junior staff members and served as big brothers and 
sisters.  Several of these partners helped the school 
pick up the $14,000 cost of the program.  About 180 
students and 260 parents and guardians took part, 
along with more than 30 community members and 15 
school staff members. 

The biggest challenge is convincing students 
and their parents of the importance of beginning 
school two weeks early — even for half days.  The 
school met this challenge by enlisting students from 
the upper grades to call incoming ninth graders to talk 
about the program.  This direct phone contact was a 
big success. 

Some parents did not have to be convinced:  
“This program is the main reason we selected this 
school for our son.”  Even students who may have 
been reluctant to attend saw the value of the 
program.  “I’m glad I came in the summer because, 
then, I already knew a lot of stuff when the school 
year began,” said one student.  “I like this anger 
management stuff.  I used it at home … and I get 
along better now with my mom,” commented 
another. 

 

 

 

 

  

N 
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Navigating the Course Selection Process
Naperville Central High School
Naperville, Illinois

Selecting courses, resolving schedule con-
flicts, handling the stress of academics, 
and making time for extracurricular ac-

tivities were all topics addressed in “Navigating 
the Course Selection Process,” a presentation 
for students and parents at Naperville Central 
High School.  The School Family Community 
Partnership (SFCP) team established the pro-
gram in response to surveyed parents’ requests 
for a better understanding of what courses 
students choose and how they make those selec-
tions.
 “We are a comprehensive, high academ-
ic high school with 97 percent of our graduates 
going on to secondary education.  It is impor-
tant for students to select the courses that fit 
their ability and extracurricular plans,” said one 
of the SFCP team members.  The SFCP also 
hoped to spark discussions between parents 
and students and between parents and the panel 
members.
 Among the questions addressed were:
•   What is a regular college preparatory cur-

riculum?
•   What are Advanced Placement (AP) 

courses?
•   What electives should students take?
•   What courses are best for students consid-

ering the military?
•   How can students handle the stress of high 

school?
 The presentation took place at two Par-
ent Huddles, small-group events the school uses 
to get parents together with an expert or experts 
on a particular topic.  There was a morning 

get-together in the school district office and 
an evening gathering at the school.  The panels 
consisted of students, teachers, guidance coun-
selors, administrators, and community mem-
bers.
 At first, both eighth-grade and high 
school students and parents were invited to the 
huddles.  Later, eighth-grade families had their 
own session, and nearly 350 parents and stu-
dents attended.
 In addition to fostering better com-
munication, the program prompted students to 
think about the courses they would need and 
want over all four years, not just freshman year. 
 Parents reacted positively to the pro-
gram, seeming to gain a better understanding of 
the scheduling and course selection processes.  
“I always learn something new at every event I 
attend.  Thanks,” commented one parent.
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