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Abstract 

 

Transitioning to high school from elementary school can be a challenging process for 

students. As students have become accustomed to a specific building, group of teachers 

and sets of routines and procedures, the new changes can be hard on a young person who 

is already experiencing vast changes physically, emotionally and socially. Students need 

to feel confident that they have within themselves the skills necessary to be successful. 

They also need to feel that the new adults they will be surrounded with are there to 

support and guide them to be successful. While there is much research regarding 

elementary to high school transition, the absence of student voice emerged throughout the 

available data. The current researcher wanted to discover student experiences with 

transitioning from their elementary school to the high school, what is currently being 

offered by schools to support a positive transition, and what more could be done from the 

point of view of students. The aim of this research was to gather information regarding 

school transition from the perspective of the students who are experiencing the transition 

first hand. Using a mixed-methods approach, including both quantitative and qualitative 

research methods, 19 surveys and 3 student interviews provided the data. Through the 

survey, Likert responses were calculated and organized into tables and analyzed. Open-

ended questions were also organized in tables and analyzed. Interviews were transcribed 

and coded for themes and patterns. The results of the data indicated that students do feel a 

sense of belonging in their new school environment and enjoy the choice and freedom 

that high school brings. Additionally, while students express some nervousness over 

school transition, the overall feeling is one of excitement for the new opportunities and 

people that are introduced to them.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background 

I can remember my Grade 7 school year vividly. I had a large circle of friends, a 

supportive family and a deep connection to my teachers and school. After 8 years in the 

same elementary school I had a strong sense of belonging and had developed confidence 

in the learner and person that I was. I felt comfortable navigating through the hallways 

and had a good understanding of who all of the adults in the building were and what their 

roles consisted of. As the school year came to a close and the concept of moving on to 

junior high school came closer, I was oblivious to the changes that were coming in a new 

environment, with new students and staff. As I made the transition to a Grade 8-10 Junior 

High School, what I discovered was a personal struggle to belong, as I did not feel the 

same sense of connection and place within my new school. As a learner, I had to work 

extremely hard to adjust to the expectations of various different teaching styles, often 

feeling discouraged when their methods did not complement the ways that I had become 

accustomed to and successful at to meet my new teachers’ expectations. Socially, I 

questioned who I was and took a much more passive role in group situations. The 

confidence and belief in myself around others that was so strong only a few months 

before, was gone. I felt lonely, isolated and desperate to fit in. Looking back now through 

my eyes as a teacher, I often wonder how this transition could have been made smoother 

and perhaps been better supported.  

I can remember my first few months in junior high school, walking through the 

halls, unsure of which room I was headed to each block, despite having taken a tour the 

year prior. My heart would pound as I tried to find the classroom that I was supposed to 



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL STUDENT TRANSITION 

 
2 

be in, terrified of showing up in the wrong one or arriving late in the right one and feeling 

completely humiliated in front of other students. Upon entry into the classroom, I would 

seek out anybody that I knew from elementary school or otherwise, so as not to be seen 

sitting alone.  Once there, my anxiety would take over and I could not come up with 

anything to talk about while we waited for class to begin. I would pretend to draw or take 

out a snack, anything to distract from having to initiate a conversation to fill the silence. 

It was always such a relief when the more outspoken students entered the room, as it took 

the pressure off of having to say anything at all. During the first few months of Grade 8, I 

quickly learned that by avoiding eye contact and waiting out my classmates long enough, 

I could become “invisible” in the eyes of my teachers, and avoid participation. Because 

of this new habit, I did not make an attempt to get to know my teachers, and they in turn 

left me on my own, as I busied myself with the work that was assigned. However, I was 

always envious of the banter that occurred between some teachers and my peers, as if 

they had some inside joke that I was left out of. The more I learned how to cope within 

the classroom, the more withdrawn I became, fulfilling my own assumptions that my 

teacher would not want to get to know me. I worked hard on every learning task, but 

never had the courage to ask questions, provide an opinion or get clarification on an 

assignment. I truly believe that because of this mindset, I missed out on an opportunity to 

grow as a learner at this stage in my life, and most of my Grade 8 teacher’s missed out on 

an opportunity to get to know me as a person. 

Professional Context  

As a teacher of 12 years, I have maintained many close relationships with former 

students. We have spoken about all sorts of different things, both public and private 
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within their lives. What has always been interesting to me are our informal discussions of 

their move from elementary to high school. We have had very candid conversations about 

how their experience has been, and after speaking with colleagues and parents as well, I 

really wonder if elementary school teachers are truly “preparing” students for this 

transition, and additionally if high school teachers are prepared to adapt to the unique 

needs of the many students that are coming their way. Through these conversations, my 

colleagues and I have wrestled with this phenomenon of student transition. What does it 

even mean to “prepare” them? Should we focus on preparing them so much with 

information and resources that students do not face any transition challenges? Or should 

we leave some things up to the unknown so as to provide students with opportunities to 

overcome adversity through change? We understand there will be challenges for students 

who transition to a new school, but wonder about the best way to support them during 

this time. 

In discussions with students, there has been a lot of conversation around the 

challenges to fit in socially as well as adjusting to the experiences of many different 

teachers in their new school environment. My high school colleagues often express a 

frustration with what they perceive to be a lack of student independence and personal 

accountability with their new students. They feel students are entering Grade 8 lacking 

the tools necessary to problem solve and communicate on their own and with confidence. 

Students are still relying on their parents to express their own feelings to teachers about 

something that has occurred at school. Parents are perceived to be bailing their children 

out of challenging experiences and learning opportunities. From the perspective of the 

high school teachers I have connected with over the years, conversations that should be 
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conducted between a teacher and a student, are often interfered with by parents, whose 

intentions may be good, but who do not realize the teacher’s intention of growing their 

child’s independence. Conversely, prior to having their students leave elementary school, 

Grade 7 teachers are focused on getting students “through” the curriculum, assuming that 

this will prepare them for their new school environment. Students are being taught 

content, but not always the skills that will transfer across grade levels for academic and 

personal success. They feel pressure to cover as much material as they can in order for 

students to have had some experience with challenging content and concepts. In 

conversations I have had with various Grade 7 teachers, there is definitely a level of 

insecurity over what the high schools and their former students are saying about them. 

They want to feel accomplished in the things they have taught, so that it is not their 

“fault” if a student faces challenges at the high school level. Parents seem to fall 

somewhere in between, anxious and excited for their child to move on to a new phase in 

their life, but unsure of what their role has now become. They struggle with their own 

level of involvement, wanting to stay close enough to their child (if their child will even 

allow this) so as to remain connected, but also far enough away to allow them to make 

the mistakes and go through the challenges necessary to grow during their adolescent 

development years.  

As a Grade 6 teacher for the last five years, I pride myself on inspiring and setting 

my students up for success within our classroom and elementary school community. I 

work hard to build lifelong connections, ensuring that students feel that they can always 

count on me when they need something, regardless of how many years have passed since 

we shared a classroom. During the 2016/2017 school year, I taught a Grade 6/7 class 
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(with 10 Grade 7 students) for the first time and often found myself telling parents of my 

Grade 7 students how hard I was working at “preparing” their child for high school. But 

what did that really mean? If someone had asked me directly, I am not sure I would have 

had a concrete answer. This past September I began teaching a full Grade 7 class for the 

first time, something I had dreamed about since being inspired by my very own Grade 7 

teacher over twenty years ago. I have found myself enjoying being the final teacher that 

they have in elementary school, but am also aware of my responsibility to set them up for 

success in high school, not only academically, but socially and emotionally as well. This 

focus is a large responsibility, as we consider the physical and hormonal development 

that are occurring internally, while at the same time thinking about the external changes 

as they enter a new school environment. It appears that young people are in a constant tug 

of war between being comfortable and confident with the person that they are while also 

working towards becoming the person they want to become.  

Adolescent Development 

As discussed by Tilleczek and Ferguson (2007), a young person is involved in 

several different micro-systems and they are trying to negotiate each one, while still 

going through major adolescent changes. There are numerous interactions going on such 

as school-home, youth-school and family-friends. Werner and Smith (1992) proclaimed 

that “one of the key protective factors for children is the availability of consistent adults 

who provide them with a secure base for the development of trust, autonomy and 

initiative” (p.11-12). Students with strong connections to a trusted adult, and who 

experience open lines of communication will transition easier because they have an 

advocate and a support system. However, we must consider that as students move away 
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from the adults in their lives and more towards their peers and personal independence, 

how do we support them in developing their autonomy and self-advocacy, while still 

adapting to a new school environment in high school? How do we as adults find the 

correct balance to provide students with the space they need, but also be available to them 

and recognize when they may need our support, even if they are not directly asking for it?  

I also wonder what role the elementary schools can play in supporting their 

students through school transition. Martinez, Aricak, Graves, Peters-Myszak and Nellis 

(2011) discussed how the perceived social support and socio emotional functioning at the 

end of elementary school often predicted how students perceived this support and 

functioning at the end of their first year of junior high school. In knowing this 

information, I wonder what elementary school teachers should be focusing on throughout 

the year to prepare their students for transition? Perhaps relationship building, life skills 

and self-esteem (both personal and academic) should be more of a focus for teachers 

throughout the year, rather than “covering” content. Furthermore, if students feel 

connected to various adults at the elementary school level, I believe it is our 

responsibility to maintain open lines of communication with students and their new 

teachers (and other adults) at the high school level to ease the transition experience and 

maintain a certain level of support. These lines of communication do not have to cease 

just because the students and their former teachers no longer share a school. 

Tilleczek and Ferguson (2007) articulated this thinking by stating that adolescents 

are in the process of developing their own identities while also negotiating the issues 

related to school, home, community, work and with friends. As a teacher, I often ponder 

the following: What can I do to support my students as their final elementary school 
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teacher? What skills and abilities do they need as learners and people moving forward? 

How can students, parents and teachers work together to achieve a smooth transition to 

high school? This is such an important topic for me because I believe in the power of 

relationships and connections within and across schools. I hope to foster these 

relationships, and additionally promote this mentality to others, so that we are all working 

together for student growth and success from Kindergarten to Grade 12. 

While there is a lot of research discussing the impact of puberty and adolescent 

development during this time in a student’s life, these physical changes cannot be 

controlled or altered. Every child is going to experience them at different times. Because 

of this reality, it is important for teachers of all grade levels to have a strong 

understanding of the stages of adolescent development and the impact that hormonal 

changes can have on adolescents. With this knowledge, students can be guided 

accordingly, based on their individual needs. Steinburg and Morris (2001), discussed how 

this developmental stage is impacted by changes in biology and context. The context 

being a change in schools and often friendships. Adolescents define themselves in a 

variety of categories such as academics, athletics, appearance, social relations and moral 

conduct. Furthermore, they see themselves differently depending on whether they are in 

the presence of adults, teachers, or peers. This relates to the importance of self-esteem, 

self-efficacy and confidence in their identity. Knowing this, both parents and teachers 

should be responsible for supporting children in the development of their independence 

sense of self and positive decision making skills. 
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Parent Perspective 

From the perspective of a teacher, parents often ask what they can do to support 

their child. As academic expectations increase throughout a child’s school career, parents 

often express an inability to support them academically. Additionally, those parents who 

have tried to help their child with academics, can unintentionally inhibit the connection 

they have or are trying to build with their child as the frustrations of this dynamic builds 

animosity and tension between both parties. Hornby (2011) discovered that when parents 

are involved with their children, they tend to be more academically successful, aspire for 

greater things and have far fewer discipline issues, than those lacking parent 

involvement.  How can we empower parents to maintain a connection with their child 

and feel like they are supporting them, if not academically? Strong attachment between 

parent and child can be a huge factor towards positive school transition. Knowing this, 

Hornby (2011) suggested inviting parents into the high school through coaching, cultural 

celebrations or other volunteer opportunities. These kinds of initiatives require a high 

level of communication from the school to the parent community, but seem extremely 

worthwhile. Additionally, schools need to recognize the diverse backgrounds that parents 

are coming from and ensure that the school is a non-threatening place for them to spend 

time at, as we will not have known what their personal school experiences were either 

locally or abroad where they grew up. “The key to effective parental involvement is 

probably the willingness of school principals and teachers to do everything they can to 

actively engage parents of all students in their children’s education” (Hornby, 2011, 

p.69). Duchesne, Ratelle, Poitras and Drouin (2009), further stated the importance of 

adolescents acquiring the self-regulating skills to deal with stress, change and anxieties to 
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move positively through change. With the proper guidance, parents can be a huge support 

in the development of these skills that are necessary for their child in school and moving 

forward in life. Through this, parents may become an ally to their child, and someone 

they can go to for positive and supportive feedback through the personal and academic 

and program challenges they may be facing throughout their high school experience. 

Student Perspective 

From the perspective of the student, have we truly taken the time to gain an 

understanding of their educational needs as they transition from elementary to high 

school? As educators, we need to take the time to consider what our students require in 

terms of classroom conditions and teaching style in order to best support them on their 

learning journey. Can we use the perspectives of our students to drive our program 

planning? I believe strongly that students have a voice worth listening to and if given the 

opportunity could be valuable resources to move our practice as educators forward. In 

recent years, many teachers have taken a much more student-centered approach within 

the classroom, and I believe the more we include our students in their educational 

journey, the more we empower them to grow as learners and people. Students are moving 

away from reciting facts back to their teachers and beginning to develop and express 

thoughts and opinions of their own. Bell and Aldridge (2014) created measurement 

instruments to further support this thinking. Through the use of student surveys and 

teacher reflective journals, they discovered ways to incorporate the perspectives of 

students to improve teaching practice. This involved a high level of vulnerability among 

the participant teachers, who were willing to hear the feedback that their students were 

offering as it relates to the learning environment and then take the steps necessary to 
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make improvements. This kind of reciprocal learning would build further connections 

with our students as they see us modeling a lifelong learning attitude and a willingness to 

not only take constructive criticism, but to also implement the feedback we have received 

into our daily practice.    

Research Question 

By developing an understanding of students’ experiences through transition from 

elementary school to high school, I believe that we can discover what is currently 

working to facilitate this change, and what more can be done to improve the experience 

for students. This study seeks to elicit the perspectives of students in answer to the 

following questions for students in the Delta School District: 

 How can high school transition be best supported by elementary school teachers?  

 How can this transition be best supported by high school teachers? What role do 

student-teacher relationships play in successful transitions?  

 What role do student-parent relationships play in successful transitions?  

 What is currently happening for students before, during and after transition time 

to support them?  

I will be seeking out the perspectives of transition from the lens of Grade 8 students in 

our local high school to better understand their experiences with transition with the hopes 

in supporting their learning in a new environment. 

Overview of Study 

In the following chapters, there is research from the field of education that is 

summarized to provide an overview of the major themes that have emerged through 

investigating a student’s transition from elementary school to high school. The study 
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focused on highlighting the students’ perspectives of their experience through school 

transition from Grade 7 to Grade 8 as it relates to their academic self-concept, peer, 

teacher and parent relationships as well as sense of belonging within the building and 

among friends. Data was collected through student surveys followed by student 

interviews for those who were willing to share their personal story. The goal of this study 

is to inform educators as to the experience of their students in order to better support 

them during the transition from elementary school to high school in the Delta School 

District.  

Definition of Terms 

Transition: For the purposes of this study, transition is referring to when students move 

from their K-7 Elementary School to their Grade 8-12 High School. 

Adolescence: Throughout this study, adolescence is referring to the transition from 

childhood to adulthood. More specifically, students in Grade 7 who are 12, turning 13 as 

they enter Grade 8. This will include physical, intellectual, personality, and social 

changes. 

Relationships: For the purposes of this study, relationships will be examined on three  

 

different levels: student-peer, student-educator and student-parent. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The move from an elementary school to a high school appears to be a very trying 

time for adolescents. Not only are they experiencing physical and hormonal changes with 

the onset of puberty, but they are also moving into a new school with very different 

procedures, expectations and people. The topic of school transition is significant because 

for most children it is unavoidable and therefore important that students are provided 

with adequate support and resources before the change occurs, as well as during their first 

year of high school. The outline that structures my literature review will be around the 

following themes: adolescent development, attachment theory, student relationships 

(among peers, parents, educators), student perceptions about transition, and self-efficacy. 

Through the analysis of the research, the goal is to highlight what has already been 

discovered among those themes as it relates to school transition. The literature review 

will conclude with some initiatives and suggestions that have shown to be successful for 

other schools as discovered in the research.    

Adolescent Development 

As students are transitioning to high school, they are also going through a stage in 

their adolescent development that can be a turbulent time in a young person’s life. With 

regards to the challenges that students face in this transition, “it would be valuable to 

determine which changes can be attributed solely to transition and which are the result of 

the onset of adolescence” (Martinez, Aricak, Graves, Peters-Myszak & Nellis, 2011, 

p.528). Students are trying to navigate a whole range of changes that are occurring 

physically, emotionally and socially, while also navigating a new school environment. 



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL STUDENT TRANSITION 

 
13 

Wit, Karioja, Rye and Shain, (2011) further stated that the biological, cognitive and 

psychosocial changes associated with puberty can be associated with internalized 

problems. These internal changes combined with the transition to a new school, can have 

an impact on a student’s self-esteem, their risk of depression, the development of social 

anxiety, and their overall sense of well-being. A student’s emotional development needs 

to be fostered and supported before the transition occurs and during their first year of 

high school as they learn to adjust to their new surroundings. This support is exemplified 

in the research by Steinburg and Morris (2011) who examined various ongoing factors to 

consider during a student’s adolescent development.  Parent-adolescent relationships 

remain critical as students begin to distance themselves from the adults in their lives and 

seek out more autonomy and independence. Despite this relationship shift, adolescents 

still require the guidance of their parents, and parents must persevere during this time to 

maintain a connection with their child. Navigating this push and pull relationship is 

challenging for both the adult and the child. Puberty also has an impact, as students begin 

to change physically and navigate the hormonal changes that cannot be directly seen by 

others, but are occurring internally for the adolescent.  

The development of the self and a person’s identity is critical during this stage of 

a child’s life when they are becoming the person that they want to be, while also being 

influenced by their peers and desperately trying to fit in socially. This relationship 

between adolescents and their peers impacts students greatly. Tilleczek and Ferguson 

(2007) described this as a push and pull relationship, as they discover the kinds of people 

they want to surround themselves with, while feeling daily pressure to fit in. While many 

students can describe their identity as it relates to heritage and culture, defining ones 
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social identity becomes ever more complicated in adolescence. Stone, Barber and Eccles 

(2008) defined social identity as “the aspect of the self-concept that is derived from 

individuals perception of themselves as members of particular social categories” (p.305). 

Students often place themselves in different social categories at school, defining who 

they are among their peers. Finally, behavioural genetics is something students cannot 

necessarily control, but something that they need to be aware of, to perhaps explain some 

of the traits that they have, and how they can navigate their world with them. All of these 

factors need to be considered as a student enters a high school which also brings with it a 

number of changes. In support of all of these factors, Tilleczek and Ferguson (2007) 

discussed the importance of “nested transitions” during adolescent development. They 

ask us to consider three levels of change that are occurring for the student. The first is 

defined as macro level which involve culture and school structure. More specifically, this 

relates to gender, ethnicity, age and the sense of belonging within a school. The second is 

defined as meso level which involve family, friends and classrooms. This relates to the 

autonomy students are seeking away from their parents, the changes in friendships and 

focus on social status that are occurring at school and the change in student-teacher 

relationships at the high school level (perceived as more distant than that of elementary 

school). Finally, the micro level which involve the youth themselves. Specifically, as 

students are developing their identity and trying to fit in and maintain their mental 

health.  Each of these levels present the student with an element of risk as they navigate 

through school and personal change.  

School transition can provide great opportunity for growth, while also posing 

great uncertainty for the student at the same time. Lipps (2005) investigated these levels 
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more specifically in relation to a student’s academic achievement, emotional health and 

behavioural functioning. He found that emotional health was the critical factor of a 

positive transition. If the student is emotionally healthy through the support of their 

parents, teachers and peers, they are more likely to achieve academically and behave 

appropriately within the structure of their new school environment. The timing of a 

student’s adolescent development must parallel with positive opportunities within their 

high school to foster personal growth. If the timing is off, students may experience a 

decline in their motivation to be successful and to connect deeply to their new 

environment. Providing opportunities for students to connect to their new school is 

imperative. This may include athletics, student council or other intramural clubs within 

the school. Lipps (2005) coined the term “cumulative stress perspective: the simultaneous 

occurrence of physical, social and cognitive changes during puberty that strains young 

adolescents, and further draws down their coping resources” (p.23). Both elementary 

schools and high schools are responsible for supporting their students through positive 

coping methods, by building and maintaining strong attachment and offering 

opportunities for connection.  

Another theory worth considering as stated by Barber and Olsen (2004) is “Stage 

Environment Fit.” This theory is a belief that the new conditions placed upon students 

during school transition are in contradiction to what they need in their current stage of 

adolescent development. “Youth at this age must deal with physical changes associated 

with puberty, the desire to make their own decisions, a heightened awareness of their 

peers, the transfer of their affection from their relatives, and a growth in their cognitive 

abilities” (Lipps, 2005, p.5).  While adolescent development and the onset of puberty 
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cannot be avoided, the feelings of connectedness that students have with others during 

this time in their lives can play a significant role in supporting them through changes of 

all kinds.  

Attachment 

Parent relationships. According to Duchesne and Larose (2007), “attachment 

theory posits that based on the experiences of care and affective support provided by 

parents, adolescents develop a feeling of security and help seeking behaviours that 

function to protect them in situations of distress and to facilitate their exploration of the 

social world in general” (p.1502). In an additional study, Duchesne, Ratelle, Poitras and 

Drouin (2009) examined the attachment students have to their parents and how this can 

contribute (or not) to the anxieties about academics and relationships with teachers during 

the transition to high school. Secure parent (or adult) attachments can support transition 

more positively. Those students with attachment security to a prominent adult in their life 

will often be more resilient through a change in their environment, and be better able to 

handle change that they encounter. This secure attachment to another adult will support 

adolescents in being able to confide in that person for emotional support during difficult 

times. Parents need to recognize the importance of continuously building a secure 

attachment with their child, and an understanding of how stressful the transition to high 

school might be, even if their child is not expressing it. Duchesne and Larose (2007), 

further described that the quality of attachment that children have with their parents 

impacts their ability to adapt to new social contexts, handle stress and regulate their 

emotions. Attachment quality is related to self-esteem, competence and a student’s 

perception of social support. Negative attachments are related to loneliness and 
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psychological distress. Students who lack attachment with their parents or a prominent 

adult in their life will struggle to adjust when changes occur in their lives. Adolescents 

with insecure models (adults) have a negative representation of themselves and think that 

other adults feel the same way about them and will reject them. This will likely translate 

to the students perceptions about how their teachers feel about them. 

Weaver and Reising (2007), discussed ways that teachers can support the parents 

of their students. The goal of this support is to enable both academic success and 

emotional development of the child. They discovered that communicating with parents 

about what is going on in the classroom and how they can help was a great way to build 

relationships and be specific about how the child could progress. Simply stating the 

shortfalls of the child made parents feel threatened, guilty and incapable of being 

supportive. Specifically, teachers need to be sharing information about the learning 

objectives and assessments with both the parent and the child. By sharing this 

information, it reinforces the parents’ role in their child’s success and holds them 

accountable along with their teachers. Additionally, teachers are encouraged to ask 

parents directly things they are noticing at home to gain more insight into the child. 

Weaver and Reising (2007) emphasized how important these measures are, with the goal 

of students beginning to see their family and school as partners in their learning journey, 

and not as separate entities. 

 Through their research, Duchesne and Larose (2007) further discovered that 

some children who lack secure adult attachment will seek out other means to regulate 

their negative emotions. This may lead students to begin experimenting with drugs, 

alcohol and other potentially dangerous behaviour. Additionally, Xia, Fosco and 
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Feinburg (2016) suggested that cohesive family contexts that are organized and 

experience limited conflict are able to support students through change. While cohesive 

family contexts are not always the norm, it is important to seek out an adult that could be 

supportive of the child, if their parents are not able to be that support mechanism. If 

elementary schools are aware of a student who requires a supportive adult, this kind of 

information would be critical for the high school to be aware of during their intake 

process. 

Students must also feel an attachment to their school, as this is often linked to 

school success. Success within high school is not limited to academics, but also the 

feelings of belonging to the building and the people within. “Students who feel a sense of 

connection with their school tend to have better social and behavioural adjustment in the 

school setting, perform better on academic tasks, and have higher academic achievement” 

(Xia, Fosco & Feinburg, 2016 p.443). It appears that secure attachment and positive 

relationships for students need to be a priority, as this will indirectly impact a student’s 

level of academic achievement, motivation and self-esteem. Positive relationships 

support students through the changes that are occurring as they transition to high school. 

While students are expressing a need for autonomy and independence, their 

relationship with the adults in their home are still extremely important during this time in 

their life. Parents must still remain a constant source of support should the child actively 

seek them out or not.  Martinez, Aricak, Graves, Peters-Myszak and Nellis (2011), 

discovered that students put more emphasis on the relationships with their peers and less 

with their parents during adolescence. Parents must recognize this reality, but still try and 

stay connected to their children. Cantin and Boivin, (2004) further described the complex 
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nature of the relationship between students and their parents during the transition to 

junior high school. There is an internal struggle for adolescents between parent 

relationships and peer, despite requiring both for optimal success. Students are beginning 

to push away from their parents and exert some independence, while still requiring an 

adult support system to move forward positively. Martinez, et al. (2011) further stated 

that students put more emphasis on the relationships with peers and less with their 

parents.  Parents need to recognize this and learn to “let go,” while also trying to stay 

connected to their children. This push and pull between parents and peers is a challenging 

balance, as students still require the guidance and support from these adults in their life, 

but also must be provided with opportunities to learn from their mistakes and build 

friendships of their own choosing.  

Neufeld and Mate (2004), addressed this idea further, with the terms peer 

orientation and parent orientation. During this transitional time in a student’s life, it is 

critical for parents to maintain a strong level of attachment. At this age, students will 

venture towards their peers for a variety of reasons, but it is those parents who can stay 

connected to their children who will support positive transition for their child regardless 

of the personal, academic and social challenges that they may face during this time in 

their lives. These authors emphasized how those students who stay oriented towards their 

parents, are able to use them as guidance when they are faced with challenging decisions. 

However, those who orient more towards their peers, will seek similar guidance from 

other students who simply do not have the same level of decision-making skills as adults. 

This shift is placing students’ peers in a parenting role that they are simply not equipped 

for. While it is recognized that peer contact is natural and sought after, what appears to be 
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happening is children are having a very dominant influence over each other’s morals and 

values. While parents and other supportive adults cannot deny the relationships that are 

being built between peers, by maintaining a strong attachment to their child, they can 

exude some influence over the kinds of people they would encourage them to spend their 

time with, and equip them with the skills necessary to recognize when bad decisions are 

being suggested or made. With the shift away from their parents, student’s high school 

teachers become key supportive figures in their lives.  

Teacher-Student relationships. By building strong and positive connections 

among their teachers, students are developing relationships with the adults who they see 

the most at this current time in their lives. These people become a crucial component in 

support of positive school transitions. Langenkamp (2010) discussed the importance of 

the relationship between students and teachers and how a loss (perceived or actual) in this 

support can negatively impact a student’s transition from school to school. The closeness 

and sense of connection that a student felt with their elementary school teacher can be 

vastly different from their experience with their teachers in high school. Because of the 

perceived lack of connection, students who are new to high school may not feel the same 

belief in themselves that they had with their elementary school teachers. Part of this may 

be due to going from seeing one teacher all day in the same class, to adjusting to several 

different teachers in different classrooms who may all teach in a different way. Students 

perception of their teachers belief in them and overall love of learning, may inadvertently 

impact their academic achievement and self-efficacy. Martinez et al. (2011) described 

several ways that high school teachers can develop supportive relationships with their 

students. This includes emotional, informational and appraisal support. Emotional 
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support relates to the student’s belief that the adult cares about their well-being and in 

turn has a strong level of trust with them. Informational support is the feeling from the 

student that they can go to an adult for advice or guidance on academics as well as 

personal issues that may arise. Finally, appraisal refers to receiving valuable feedback 

from the teacher that can move the student’s learning forward. This involves a level of 

trust that high school teachers must build with their first year students, so that they use 

the feedback they receive to move in a positive direction, rather than taking it personally. 

Should students receive a balance of all of those supports, they may sense a positive 

relationship with their teachers and have a sense of connection.  

It is critical for teachers who have built strong connections to maintain them even 

when a particular student is no longer in their class. Longobardi, Marengo, Prino and 

Settanni (2016) hypothesized that through supportive high school teachers, students will 

be more likely to maintain academic achievement, appropriate behaviour and strong 

relationships with others. If teachers work hard to maintain their attachment, students will 

sense their support throughout their high school journey and beyond. Teachers are a 

secure base for their students and they must take this role seriously if they are truly 

invested in the child.  If students perceive support from their teachers, they are more 

likely to take an interest in school activities and are more motivated and willing to learn. 

Longobardi, et al. (2016) stated that “the student teacher relationship is one of the main 

factors that influence the degree to which students feel a bond with their school 

community, and determines their scholastic well-being” (p.7). Schools must take the time 

necessary to build these relationships, for overall student success. Longobardi, et al. 

(2016), further emphasized that the manner in which teachers model relationship building 



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL STUDENT TRANSITION 

 
22 

in the classroom has an impact on how students build relationships with their peers. 

Teachers are not just responsible for teaching curriculum, but also for supporting the 

healthy development of their students as people. Additionally, Duchesne, Ratelle, Poitras 

and Drouin (2009), highlighted the importance of fostering student-teacher relationships 

and how this will likely decrease the level of worry and anxiety over the academic 

expectations. With proper teacher guidance, students feel more able to handle the changes 

that occur in their environment. Overall, teachers and school staff have a huge 

responsibility. Taking the early steps to build relationships with the adolescents in their 

building will have positive academic and social impacts.  

Peer Relationships. While the importance of adult and teacher connectedness has 

been highlighted, it is important to discuss the individuals that students seek the most 

connection to during this stage of adolescence, and that is their peers. “Finding an 

acceptable position in a new world of peers may have been the most challenging task 

posed by the school transition” (Berndt, Hawkins & Jiao, 1999, p.34). Some students who 

are entering a high school from elementary school will experience insecurities due to the 

dramatic change in school population. The sheer number of unknown students walking 

the hallways, can be a very overwhelming feeling for a new student. Langenkamp (2010) 

described how friendships and social dynamics change as students enter a larger 

population of kids within a high school. Some students who may have been popular in 

their elementary school, may lose some of their previous popularity or social status. 

Others may find a niche in high school that did not exist for them in elementary and thus 

their popularity might rise. While popularity may seem to be a trivial thing for adults, a 

student’s sense of connection to their friends is critical for success in their new setting. 
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Popularity does appear to play a role in a student’s ability to successfully transition to 

their new school. Hardy, Bukowski, and Sippola (2002) explained how the strong 

friendships that had been built in elementary school can diminish due to the fewer 

opportunities to interact in high school and the introduction of new peers. While students 

should be encouraged to make new friends, they must also face the reality of how 

friendships that they have come to count on, will change over time. This may mean that 

the person they spent the most time with in elementary school, may no longer be as close 

as they once were. Girls in particular struggle with this loss of friendship, even if they are 

in the midst of making new ones. Berndt, Hawkins and Jiao (1999) researched the impact 

of friendship quality, stability and interaction throughout the transition experience. As 

students move to a larger high school, there is more of a feeling of anonymity, compared 

to the smaller population of their elementary school. Students and their friendships 

impact transition even in minimal ways. Those with stable friendships entering high 

school, tended to have a more stable school transition than those who do not. In addition, 

when students have positive friendships they are more likely to develop new positive 

relationships in their new environment.  

Student Perception 

It is said that “perception is reality.” If this is the case, student perception of what 

high school will be like, could cause much more issues than the actual transition 

experience itself. Student perception of what they think high school will be like, impacts 

students greatly before the transition has even occurred. Akos (2002) described the 

perceptions that students have as they move to middle school. The author discovered the 

seemingly small changes that occur from one building to the next, that have a large 
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impact on students. These are things like rules and procedures, perceptions of the older 

students (ex: worrying about “bullies”) and increased workload without having been 

taught effective study skills. It is important to have a variety of people (peers, teachers, 

counsellors and parents) to support a positive transition, and move away from what is 

perceived to happen and more towards what is actually occurring (Akos, 2002).  

Much of the information students are receiving is coming from peers, and this is 

not always entirely accurate. Students need information from reliable sources and in 

language that they understand, within the context of the new building. According to 

Schacher, Suss, and Sharon (2002), students who do not have accurate information about 

their new setting will develop unwarranted worry about their schedule, older students and 

the different teacher expectations. As students experience school transition, they have 

perceptions of what is going to happen at each new place. The larger grades and school 

size make it seem like the environment will be less personal, increasing student 

anonymity and feeling like there is greater teacher control and less teacher support. This 

may not be the actual case, but it is often assumed by incoming students. Students 

expressed their reservations over the presumed academic shift and the perception that 

high school teachers are stricter and teach at a more rapid pace (Schacher, Suss, & 

Sharon, 2002). This situation leads to the fear of not being able to keep up with the 

academic demands of all of their teachers and reservations over asking them for help.  

Akos and Galassi (2004) further discovered three areas that concern students the 

most: academic, procedural and social. While many students experienced positive 

thoughts about school transition, many times parents, siblings and peers offer 

sensationalized information that lead to negative student perception. From their 
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discoveries, it is the amount of homework and getting lost that concerns student’s the 

most. With this knowledge, it is important for elementary school teachers and parents to 

discuss the transition in a positive way, so that the students feel more hope and less fear 

about the change. As students navigate through what they perceive high school to be like, 

it is important to recognize the significance of how they perceive themselves as students 

that impact their school transition experience. 

Student Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is a critical factor for students as they experience school transition. 

Regardless of students’ relationships and personal development, their belief in 

themselves as learners seems important to their success during this stage in their lives. 

Bouffard, Boileau and Vezeau (2001), discussed the importance of student self-efficacy 

(belief in their ability to succeed on a task) and the accomplishment of learning goals (a 

person’s level of motivation when seeking to complete a task). Through the transition 

from elementary to high school, the belief students have in themselves can change, which 

may lead to lower levels of motivation and decreased academic achievement. Elementary 

teachers should be aware of students with lower self-efficacy and consider ways they can 

support them to develop the confidence they need before they begin the transition to high 

school. Lower self-efficacy may impact a students’ level of academic achievement, 

which may cause them to question who they are and what they are capable of in school. 

This situation may then lead students to become more avoidant in their school work, 

perpetuating the cycle of inefficacy and contributing to lower academic achievement and 

self-esteem.  In relation to learning goals, Bouffard, Boileau and Vezeau (2001) further 

emphasized the need for teachers to focus on supporting students to increase their ability 
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on any given academic task, while placing the most emphasis on the actual effort that 

they put in. Discovering where students are academically, and finding ways to support 

them to grow as learners should be the ultimate goal. 

In support of the development of self-efficacy, Akos and Kurz (2015) described 

how the Hope Theory can assist successful transition for students entering middle and 

high school. This theory has three components. The first component is the importance of 

personal goal setting. This includes the ability to set both long and short term goals that 

vary in complexity. Students become accustomed to setting goals and developing the 

self-efficacy and hope that they will be able to achieve them. The second component is 

the ability to discover multiple pathways to achieve the goals that have been set. This 

allows student to persevere through adversity when one “pathway” does not lead the 

student to their desired goal. Coming up with a variety of ways to achieve goals is an 

effective skill beyond a students’ school career. Finally developing a sense of agency is 

the final component of the Hope Theory. The idea is that students develop a belief in 

themselves that they will be successful in achieving their goals and resilient through any 

challenge. Hearing this type of “hopeful” language from all adults in a child’s life, as 

well as having personal hope for themselves and developing personal resilience supports 

various transitions that they are going to encounter throughout their educational career. 

The goal in developing and living by this theory is that it can be applied long after 

students leave high school as well, as it becomes a positive and growth mindset 

mentality. Students learn to be goal setters in all aspects of their life (academically, 

organizationally, athletically, socially, etc.), and work hard to make progress. They 

develop the ability to seek out more than one way to achieve a goal, so that when faced 
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with adversity, they are less likely to give up. By developing this level of self-efficacy, 

students do not place blame on other people or things, rather they hold themselves 

accountable for what does not work out and learn to come up with new pathways to be 

successful (Akos &Kurz, 2015).  

In relation to goal-setting as outlined by the Hope Theory, Midgley, Anderman 

and Hicks (1995), discussed the difference between performance goals and task goals. 

Task goals build self-efficacy, while performance goals do not. Performance goals are 

related to grade level achievement and “success”, whereas task goals are related to work 

habits, motivation and willingness to improve. As students enter high school, there is an 

added pressure and the focus can become more on performance goals, rather than task 

goals, which can decrease their self-efficacy. Midgley, et al. (1995) stated that, “when 

task focused, students try harder, persist longer, take on more challenging work, and are 

more creative than when they are performance focused” (p.106). This idea relates to the 

research of Xia, Fosco and Feinberg (2016) and their discussion of Academic Self-

Regulation (ASR). This term refers to a student’s effective learning strategies, self-

initiation of academic tasks, sustained attendance and persistence in school tasks, and 

effective problem-solving skills in completing schoolwork. Just as students must learn to 

regulate their emotions, students must learn to regulate academic functioning. They must 

be self-motivated to complete learning tasks from the beginning to the end to the best of 

their ability and persist through academic struggles. These skills have a positive 

connection to higher academic self-efficacy. It is also a huge protective factor for 

students going through school transition. Knowing what needs to be done for our students 
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to support a positive transition, it is important to consider what initiatives have already 

begun that seem to be working by other schools. 

Strategies for schools 

There have been some initiatives within the literature that are worth noting as 

suggestions for high schools to consider when supporting students through school 

transition. Odegaard and Heath (1992) suggested potential programs such as tours, 

parental visits, staff contact times, visits, open houses, field days and big brother/sister 

mentorship programs. The key to all of the transition initiatives is that they are consistent 

from year to year. Baker and Narula (2012) discussed a program that has been 

implemented to develop student and staff connectedness. Students are assigned to an 

adult in the building who is responsible for checking in with them throughout the year. In 

addition, transition protocols begin in the spring and carry forward right up until the last 

month of school. The first week students begin at the new school is focused strictly on 

team building. This aids in building connections between teachers, as well as current and 

new students at the school. Baker and Narula (2012) further stated that, “when programs 

and systems are combined with collective efforts of adults who share the philosophy that 

we all own all of our children, we can and do foster student connectedness to school” 

(p.20).   

Clarke (2013) used an online communication tool between elementary and high 

school students the year before the transition. By building these peer relationships 

between current high school students and those coming into the school prior to the 

transition, many of the anxieties about the school change were eased, and younger 

students had the advantage of entering high school having already built relationships with 
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some of their peers, even if they were in older grades. Through this communication tool, 

younger students were able to ask questions about worries they had at the high school. By 

answering these questions about procedures, routines and rules prior to school transition, 

the younger students came into the high school with some knowledge and reassurance of 

what to expect. Clarke (2013) stated that, “in looking at this modelling process the 

positive reinforcement is coming from peers rather than teachers, thus making it more 

powerful” (p.23). If students are focused on seeking out peer relationships more than 

adult, facilitating these kinds of mentorship opportunities are critical to positive 

transition. Through these connections, students can focus on what is actually happening 

in the school they are about to move to, and not simply what they perceive them to be.  

In an additional study, Warner and Heindel (2017), articulated the importance of 

building a positive school culture that will transcend the grade level of the students. A 

positive culture can have a positive impact on students academically, socially and 

emotionally. They discovered a school who incorporated daily morning meetings as an 

opportunity for students to express their feelings and begin to feel more comfortable in a 

group of peers. The key to this initiative is that it occurs systemically and is woven 

throughout the school day. Students need to feel heard consistently in order for others to 

support them and to be aware of what they may be experiencing. Through this kind of 

relationship building, everyone becomes invested in the success and support of others 

throughout the school. It was further discovered that as students began to feel more a part 

of the culture, their sense of belonging and friendship grew, along with the respect and 

feelings of pride for their school. Warner and Heindel (2017) stated “when you improve 

the school climate, students are happier, they feel a part of something bigger than 
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themselves, and it makes this a place they want to be” (p.14). Consequently, staff morale 

improved, discipline issues declined and all members of the school community felt heard. 

The hope is that as students become invested within their school, this will translate to 

how invested they will become within society as adults.  

Student Voice 

Student voice could be used for further educational planning. Have we thought to 

ask our students what works for them and what does not? There is incredible value in 

listening to the input of students about issues that affect them rather than listening to 

experts and what they think students are feeling. Bell and Aldridge (2014) investigated a 

group of students and surveyed them regarding their learning environment and their 

academic self-efficacy. The researchers were able to take the results of the surveys and 

share the results with their teachers. The group of willing teachers were then able to take 

the results and use professional development activities to make the suggested adjustments 

that their students were seeking in regards to classroom environment and learning 

opportunities. This involved a high level of vulnerability among these educators who 

were willing to take this constructive criticism and put it into action within their 

classroom. However the results of the study showed a positive change among the students 

academic ability and self-efficacy among those who were surveyed after their teachers 

had time to make adjustments to their practice. Additionally, Kaur (2013) examined 

student voice through her Learner’s Perspective Study. She focused exclusively on 

students’ experiences within Mathematics classrooms around the world. By studying 

their experiences and conversing with students, the study aimed to improve Mathematics 

instruction by listening to the voices of students on their preferred way of learning, 
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classroom environment and teaching style. Kaur (2013) states “for teachers and 

researchers to be able to understand and improve learning and teaching, we need to 

canvas students’ needs and viewpoints” (p.8). The overall consensus among both 

research studies related to student voice, is that students have a knowledge of the 

classroom that adults do not, and therefore we should use them as allies to improve the 

environment for all learners in various educational settings.  Through the development of 

a trusted adult-student relationship where reflective thoughts can be expressed freely, the 

growth of both parties involved is inevitable. 

Conclusion 

Through the research that has been discussed, it is clear that the transition from 

elementary school to high school involves a variety of factors. While we must consider 

the stage that they are in with adolescent development, the levels of attachment that they 

have with their parents, teachers and peers, their perceptions of high school and their own 

levels of self-efficacy, there is something missing from the literature that requires 

exploration. All of this research has drawn a very good picture of the work that has been 

done. Moving forward, the goal of my research study is to take a student-centered 

approach and include more student voice within this area of education. 
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Chapter 3: Procedures and Methods 

Introduction 

As students move from their elementary school to the high school, they are 

experiencing large changes both internally and externally. Through a mixed methods 

approach, the goal of this study was to develop an understanding of students’ experiences 

while going through school transition, and to support academic achievement, positive 

relationships and self-esteem/worth throughout their educational career. I believe that 

through students personal stories in addition to my own, we can develop an even deeper 

understanding of what occurs during this school change, and how parents and educators 

can best support it. As Bresler (2006) stated, narrative inquiry is “authentic, meaningful 

engagement with a story that involves getting inside it and letting it get inside you, 

internalising as well as analyzing it (p.28).” This method allows us to see how the 

personal and the social are entwined over time. How do these experiences shape who we 

are? As Clandinin (2006) discovered, telling someone’s lived experience can give us 

insight into common themes that could impact the stories of others going through a 

similar experience.    

As a teacher, I am heavily involved in all of the Grade 6 and 7 student activities at 

the elementary school where I teach. This involvement includes sports, social justice and 

academic endeavours. Through these experiences, I have observed and been involved in 

many conversations regarding the transition to our Grade 8-12 high school. I will be 

looking into the various experiences that students have had and that elementary school 

students perceive during this change in order to be a source of support on their journey 

through adolescence. Additionally, my goal is to guide my colleagues at both the 
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elementary and high school level with the hope of having them better understand what 

their students are experiencing and how we can best support them moving forward.  

I will be approaching this study from the perspective of Grade 8 students who 

have recently moved on to high school. As I gain insight into the perceptions of these 

students, I hope to share this knowledge with others in an attempt to facilitate school 

transitions. I will begin with an appreciative lens, and discover what is currently 

happening that is working at both school levels. From there I will offer my own 

suggestions to others and look into ways that I can improve my teaching practice through 

what I have learned from my research. The ultimate goal is to learn from these students to 

not only facilitate their transition to high school, but to support them with the tools they 

need moving forward as members of our community. 

Research Design  

This study employed a mixed-methods approach in which data regarding student 

experiences was first collected through surveys to a large group of students, and then 

through interviews with a smaller group of students. I collected quantitative data through 

student surveys and qualitative data through student interviews. Throughout the research 

process, I kept a researcher’s journal to make notes on observations, reflections and 

processes. I have used my journal to be reflective about my data collection as to how I 

have framed my survey and interview questions. Following a narrative inquiry approach 

to this study, I am aware that my perceptions of the students’ experiences are influenced 

by my own experiences as both a student and now as a teacher. Clandinin and Connelly 

(1998) described the theory behind using narrative inquiry as an opportunity to better 

understand someone’s lived experience. In doing this, we can make thoughtful decisions 
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on change and reflect on how these stories have played a part in shaping who we are. 

Clandinin (2006) further stated “perhaps in listening and attending to children’s stories as 

they live with teachers in schools, we can create conditions that allow children to 

compose other stories of themselves, to change the stories that they live by (p.52).” With 

respect to transition from elementary to high school, understanding the experiences of 

students through their words, will allow them to be reflective on their own experiences 

and construct a better reality for themselves as learners.  

Through the interview process, I was aware of the importance of reflexivity. As 

the interviewees describe their personal experiences, it was critical for me to reflect on 

how my own identity and status as a researcher, teacher, and former student impacted the 

interview. Mann (2016) described several kinds of interviews, but this study employed a 

semi-structured approach. While I relied on a list of questions to guide the interview, 

there were opportunities for the interviewee to elaborate and for myself to probe, check 

and clarify throughout the process. This provided additional opportunity for more student 

narrative to venture away from the question that was asked and reflect even deeper on 

their personal experience. As a first time interviewer, I focused on when to probe and 

when to hold back comment in order to gain all of the information I could from my 

participant. Mann (2016) further emphasized the importance of consciously pausing and 

allowing for wait time to ensure the interviewee has completed their response. 

Sample Section 

I designed and conducted a survey (Appendix A) for Grade 8 students to get an 

understanding of their experience with transition since moving on from elementary 

school to the high school. I gained parental consent and expressed to the students both 
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verbally and in writing that their contributions to the survey were voluntary and 

anonymous. I distributed the Participant Package to four Grade 8 classrooms at the high 

school. I was seeking a sample size of 25-30 students for the aforementioned survey, and 

ended up with 19 survey participants. The process for gaining survey data was through a 

Participant Package. The Grade 8 teachers read a script that was provided to them and 

each student was given a package that included: student survey, survey consent form, 

interview sign up sheet and interview consent form. Students had one week from 

receiving the Participant Package to return the accompanying forms to school. Surveys 

were completed by students during their own personal time. Surveys that were returned 

with an accompanying consent form were included in the quantitative data. Students who 

signed up for an interview and included an interview consent form were interviewed and 

used for qualitative data (Interview questions located in Appendix B). Interviews took 

place at the high school in a room with windows.   

Instruments Used 

I used a mixed-methods approach with surveys and interviews. Creswell and 

Garrett (2008) described the effectiveness of combining survey data (quantitative) and 

interview data (qualitative) as getting the strength of both types and in the end getting a 

better understanding of the research in question, than what you would get with just one 

method. My goal of using a mixed-methods approach was to develop both a broad 

(through surveys) understanding of students in addition to more specific experiences 

(through interviews) of students going through a school transition.  
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Surveys. The goal behind building a survey was to get a representation of the 

sample population. The questions I used for building the survey were intended to get a 

snapshot of students experiences through school transition from elementary to high 

school, followed by interviews to potentially discover more in depth and personal stories. 

I constructed my survey with the intention of learning about students feelings related to 

their elementary school careers and how that related to peer and teacher connection, as 

well as their personal beliefs about what they are capable of. Additionally, the survey 

included some questions about their experience in high school thus far in terms of sense 

of belonging and opportunities. As outlined by Parsons (2013), the intention for my 

survey was to gain a “representative sample” of Grade 8 students and use the data to 

make a general statement about students going through school transition. I created a 

survey for the Grade 8 students at our local high school. The survey included nine Likert 

scale questions, followed by five open-ended questions. Survey questions related to a 

student’s sense of belonging, peer relationships, reflection on their elementary school 

experiences, and overall feelings of their new high school teachers and school 

environment. The results of the data are displayed in nine separate charts, representing 

each Likert scale question, followed by a brief summary of the written responses from the 

open-ended questions.  

Interviews. The goal behind conducting interviews was to gain a deeper 

understanding of students’ personal stories as they navigated through school transition. 

As discussed by Parsons (2013), the purpose of an interview is to give individuals an 

opportunity to share their voice, keeping in mind that the story they tell is from their 

perspective and cannot be generalized to the sample population of Grade 8 students. 
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Additionally, the researcher hoped that interviews will give deeper context to some of the 

more general questions that were asked through the surveys. I interviewed students in 

Grade 8 who were willing to discuss their personal story to gain a deeper understanding 

of their personal transition to high school. My interviews were structured with a set list of 

questions. However, as the interviews carried on, there were opportunities for students to 

elaborate deeper or for newer questions to be asked. Interviews were audiotaped and 

transcribed.  

Participants  

The participants in this research study are Grade 8 students who have started high 

school and come from a K-7 Elementary school. Survey and interview data was derived 

from Grade 8 students from four classrooms at a Delta High School. 

The first interview conducted was with “Lindsay.” “Lindsay” was a former 

student of mine who is well-known to her elementary school. She was always bright and 

cheerful, and enjoyed participating in leadership activities around her elementary school. 

“Lindsay” was a hardworking student, who was most challenged in Math. She is known 

as someone who is extremely kind and well-liked by her classmates and teachers around 

the school. As someone who can admittedly get worked up easily, she wanted to ease the 

minds of those incoming students whose anxiety may also build over the idea of a 

change. She lives at home with her parents and younger sibling, and has a very strong 

connection to her family. She was very excited to leave elementary school and move on 

to high school. 

The second interviewee was “Laura.” “Laura” was a former student who 

struggled with some anxiety. She is an extremely hard working student and was very 
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well-known at our elementary school for being an exceptional athlete. She is known at 

her elementary school for being extremely kind and was well-liked by her classmates. 

Finally, “Laura” is someone I would consider who is extremely socially aware. As her 

teacher, Laura and I developed a very strong connection, and I witnessed her take on 

more leadership opportunities during the year we spent together. She lives at home with 

her parents and younger sibling, and has a very strong connection to her family. Laura 

was nervous about the change to high school, because change is often hard on her.  

The final interviewee was “Michael.” “Michael” was a former student who 

struggled socially at times in elementary school. He was known to be extremely kind to 

everyone, but from the perspective of many teachers got taken advantage of often. 

“Michael” is a person who creates strong friendships with others and cares deeply about 

others feelings and sense of inclusion. “Michael” was eager to take on leadership 

opportunities in elementary school and was very well-liked and trusted by his elementary 

school teachers. He lives at home with his mom, step-dad and younger sibling. He is very 

connected to his mom and takes on many responsibilities for his sister as well. He was 

excited about the change to high school.  

Procedures 

I contacted the high school principal in October of 2017, and explained the school 

transition research related to my thesis and why this may be helpful to him and his staff 

and other local high schools. I did the same with my principal and vice-principal at our 

elementary school. Additionally, a formal letter was emailed to the high school principal 

and the superintendent of the school district to provide a detailed outline of my study and 

to ensure I was following appropriate protocol. All of the formal leaders were supportive 
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in my research. In January, Participant Packages were distributed to four Grade 8 

teachers, who read a prepared script and then passed them onto the students in their class. 

Students had one week to return any surveys, consent forms and interview sign up sheets 

to their Grade 8 teacher. The Grade 8 teachers then passed any of the returned data to me 

at the elementary school. Upon analysis of the returned surveys, I reached out to those 

students who signed up for an interview and had the accompanying parental consent. The 

students and I scheduled a time that did not conflict with their high school classes or 

extra-curricular activities. I conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews. As 

outlined by Mann (2016), this approach included a guide of questions that were asked, 

while still allowing for deviation, when the interviewee elaborated more deeply on their 

personal experience. As quoted by Mann (2016), “Listening is more important than your 

next interview question (p.118).” Interviews took place in a room with windows, and 

lasted approximately 10-15 minutes per student. Interviews were audio recorded, and 

later transcribed. Students had a week after they had been emailed the transcripts to make 

any changes or withdraw their interview. None of the survey or interview data that I 

collected was asked to be withdrawn by the participants.  

Limitations 

 There were some limitations to this research study that need to be acknowledged. 

First of all, my data collection involved a convenient sample of high school students who 

were available to participate in the study. They are located right across our elementary 

grass field (location proximity) and was supported by high school colleagues who were 

willing to distribute and encourage the return of Participant Packages. Second, my 

participants were limited to a particular population (our local high school) within only 
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one School Distirict (Delta). These decisions were made in an effort to gain data 

efficiently within a short time frame. 

Reliability  

Due to the limitations previously described, I do not think that this study would 

achieve the same results within other school districts. Additionally, because of the 

personal nature of the questions being asked and the diversity of our school district, I do 

not think that the results of this study would be generalizable to other elementary schools 

and high schools within Delta and beyond.  

Analysis of Data 

 The data from the student surveys and interviews were analyzed in a variety of 

ways. The Likert survey questions were sorted and calculated. Each question was divided 

into the 5 point scale options (Strongly Agree, Agree, Indifferent, Disagree and Strongly 

Disagree) and given a percentage. The open-ended survey questions were sorted and 

calculated based on a yes or no response. Any further comments were also sorted into 

categories wherever possible. The interview transcripts were coded for themes that arose 

among the three participants. 

Reflexivity 
 

Within a research study, Berger (2015) discussed the importance of being 

reflexive. As a researcher situated within this study, being reflexive is being able to 

monitor my personal biases and experiences and how that may impact the study itself and 

the people being studied. I can say with great confidence that I have strong relationships 

with the students who have moved on to Grade 8 this year at the high school.  
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Throughout my research I had to be aware of and reflect on how the following 

situations might impact the data I collected: 

 Were my participants more willing to participate because of their relationship 

with me?  

 Were they less willing to participate because they were conscious that their 

responses might hurt my feelings if they reflected on their elementary school 

experience in a negative or critical way?  

 Was my interpretation of the research biased because of how close I am to the 

student sample and how deeply my high school transition impacted me?  

 Am I reading the data in a more favourable way in regards to their elementary 

school experience compared to what they are reflecting about the high school?  

On an even more personal note, I am going from being a student in the same 

district that I am now a teacher. I must constantly recognize my position as an “insider” 

and the risk of blurring boundaries. I recognize the importance of acknowledging how my 

own experiences will change the lens with which I view my participants. Just because my 

high school transition was not as smooth as I would have liked does not mean that my 

teachers back then were not doing best practice. Overall, my lens may shape the way the 

data is analyzed and concluded. Therefore I was constantly reflecting on where I was 

within the research and how my position as a teacher impacted the data I collected and 

how I analyzed it. I must be critical of what I saw and how my past shaped my 

interpretations. This study includes some of these reflections as part of the data analysis. 
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Ethical Considerations 

There were some ethical considerations that needed to be accounted for during 

this research study. An Ethics application was completed and approved by the Vancouver 

Island University Ethics Review Board in December. Several things needed to be in place 

prior to beginning data collection with high school students. First of all, the 

Superintendent of the district, high school principal and elementary school principal were 

all notified of the research study and expressed their support. It was important to be 

aware of the potential to put the high school students in a vulnerable circumstance due to 

the nature of the open-ended survey questions and for those participating in an interview. 

In order to reduce the risk of creating stress, anxiety and feelings of disillusionment and 

depression, students were made aware of counselling resources within their high school 

and of the Kids Help Phone. Parent consent was obtained through the Participant Package 

that was distributed to each student. Those students who completed a survey were 

required to include a signed parental consent form in order for it to be included in the 

study. Surveys were collected by the Grade 8 teachers in sealed, labeled envelopes and 

then returned. Additionally, students were only considered for interviews if they 

expressed an interest in participating and included an interview parental consent form 

within the package that they returned. Interview participants were informed that they 

could withdraw from the interview at any time during the interview, as well as one week 

after receiving the interview transcripts. The personal identity of all participants was kept 

confidential and any information that they shared was anonymized to further protect 

them. In place of students’ names, pseudonyms were created for each interviewee. Any 
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personal information or identifying characteristics that were disclosed during the 

interview were removed from the transcripts.  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis 
 

Introduction 
 

This section discusses the findings of 19 surveys completed by Grade 8 students 

at our local high school. There is also an analysis of 3 student interviews. The purpose of 

this study was to discover the transition experience of Grade 8 students moving from a K-

7 elementary school to a grade 8-12 high school. 

The objectives of this study were to identify: 

 

 How high school transition can be best supported by elementary school teachers?  

 How school transition can be best supported by high school teachers?  

 How student-teacher relationships impact successful transitions?  

 How student-parent relationships impact successful transitions?  

 What is currently happening for students before, during and after transition time 

to support them? 

Mixed Methods 
 

This study employed a mixed methods approach in which, data regarding student 

experiences was first collected through surveys to a large group of students, and then 

through interviews with a smaller group of students. I collected quantitative data through 

student surveys and quantitative data through student interviews. Creswell and Garrett 

(2008) described the effectiveness of combining survey data (quantitative) and interview 

data (qualitative) as getting the strength of both types and in the end getting a better 

understanding of the research in question. My goal of using a mixed-methods approach 

was to develop both a broad understanding of students through surveys in addition to 
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more specific experiences through interviews of students going through a transition from 

elementary to high school.  

A total of 19 surveys were completed by Grade 8 students at our local high school 

between the dates of January 15 and 22. The data from the surveys was analyzed and 

sorted. The Likert style questions were represented in a series of charts as evidenced in 

Section A followed by an analysis of what each chart describes. The short answer 

questions were summarized in a list format as evidenced in Section B followed by an 

analysis of the themes. 

Survey Analysis 

Section A: Likert Question Analysis 
 

Table 4.1 

  

Survey Question 1: I felt excited about going to high school this year. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  0     0% 

 

Disagree   1     5% 

 

Indifferent   4     21% 

 

Agree    13     68% 

 

Strongly Agree  1     5% 

 

 

Table 4.1 illustrates that the majority of students surveyed were excited about 

attending high school. The purpose of this question was to develop a baseline 

understanding of whether changing schools mattered to students at all.  
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Table 4.2 

Survey Question 2: School is very important to me. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  0     0% 

 

Disagree   0     0% 

 

Indifferent   2     11% 

 

Agree    11     58% 

 

Strongly Agree  6     32% 

 

 

Table 4.2 identifies that 90% of students feel school is important to them. None of  

 

the students surveyed disagreed with this statement. 

 

Table 4.3 

 

Survey Question 3: I was concerned about adjusting to new teachers. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  1     5% 

 

Disagree   6     32% 

 

Indifferent   7     37% 

 

Agree    4     21% 

 

Strongly Agree  1     5% 

 

Table 4.3 illustrates a variety of feelings that students had related to adjusting to 

new teachers at the high school. While just more than a third of the students surveyed 

were indifferent to this change, the rest had clear feelings on whether they were 

concerned or not. 

  



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL STUDENT TRANSITION 

 
47 

Table 4.4 

Survey Question 4: Even if the work is hard in my classes, I believe that I can learn it. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  0     0% 

 

Disagree   1     5% 

 

Indifferent   1     5% 

 

Agree    10     53% 

 

Strongly Agree  7     37% 

 

Table 4.4 illustrates the self-efficacy (belief in oneself) that students transitioning 

schools had in themselves. 90% of student believe that they can learn in their classes even 

if the work is hard. While only one respondent disagreed with this statement.  

Table 4.5 

 

Survey Question 5: In this school, I feel like I belong. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  1     5% 

 

Disagree   2     11% 

 

Indifferent   4     21% 

 

Agree    12     63% 

 

Strongly Agree  0     0% 

 

Table 4.5 represents the sense of belonging that students have in themselves at 

their current high school. While the majority of students felt like they belonged, there 

were three who did not and four who felt indifferent. 
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Table 4.6 

Survey Question 6: I was concerned about making new friends. 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  4     21% 

 

Disagree   8     42% 

 

Indifferent   4     21% 

 

Agree    1     5% 

 

Strongly Agree  2     11% 

 

4.6 described the overall concern students had about making friends at the high 

school. While the majority of students did not express a concern, there were three that 

did. 

Table 4.7 

 

Survey Question 7: In this school, I have at least a friend (or two) that I am connected to. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  0     0% 

 

Disagree   0     0% 

 

Indifferent   0     0% 

 

Agree    3     16% 

 

Strongly Agree  16     84% 

 

4.7 illustrates the connections that students have to at least one friend at  

 

their high school. Not one student survey indicated that they did not have a friend or that  

 

they were indifferent to having or not having one. 
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Figure 4.8 

 

Survey Question 8: When I started the school year, I was concerned about getting lost. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  3     16% 

 

Disagree   4     21% 

 

Indifferent   3     16% 

 

Agree    5     26% 

 

Strongly Agree  4     21% 

 

Table 4.8 represents a concern or lack there of, related to getting lost within the  

 

high school building. The responses varied greatly for this question, with half of the  

 

student surveys indicating that there was some concern about getting lost.      

 

Table 4.9 

 

Survey Question 9: When I started the school year, I was concerned about the academic  

 

expectations in high school. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Strongly Disagree  2     11% 

 

Disagree   4     21% 

 

Indifferent   6     32% 

 

Agree    4     21% 

 

Strongly Agree  3     16% 

 

Table 4.9 describes the possible concern students had related to the academic 

 

expectations students had in high school. There is quite a mixed response related to this 

 

question.  
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Reflexive Analysis 

In relation to the nine Likert style questions, I reflected on my own experience 

entering Grade 8. I can remember quite vividly how excited and nervous I was to start the 

school year. School has always been important to me, but the thought of a new set of 

teachers who did not know me as a student was an uncomfortable feeling. Reflecting on 

question three specifically, has given me new insight into how my incoming Grade 6 and 

7 students might be feeling at the beginning of September. Perhaps there is something 

more that I can be doing the year before to build some connections before our school year 

together has even begun. The sense of belonging and positive relationships with friends is 

another key factor in feeling connected to the school environment. For me personally as a 

student, that was my biggest hurdle. Seeing friends that I had grown up with, building 

stronger friendships with others in the building that they knew from other environments 

accelerated my insecurities. I always experienced a slight hesitation in initiating 

conversation that I feel like I missed some genuine opportunities for new friendships. I 

believe that I still struggle with this as a teacher, often hesitant to introduce myself to new 

staff and insecure of what they might think about me. Logistically, I recognize the 

importance of multiple opportunities to explore the new environment of the high school. I 

got lost several times as a junior high school student and it left me feeling mortified. As 

an adult, I still struggle with navigation and often ensure I am where I need to be several 

minutes in advance to avoid showing up somewhere late.  
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Section B: Open-Ended Question Analysis 
 

Table 4.10 

 

Survey Question 10: Do you think your elementary school experience “prepared” you for  

 

the high school environment (academically, socially, etc.) If yes, please describe. 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Yes    11     58% 

 

No    7     37% 

 

Left Blank   1     5% 

 

Yes Response Comments 

 

“Yes because we went over what it was like to be in high school and they told us what to 

expect.” 

“Yes, my elementary gave me tips and information that was useful this year.” 

“Elementary school only prepared me for high school based on the homework, but it 

mostly prepared me for everyday life, later on in life.” 

“Yes I think as I got older work got harder and in Grade 7 I had 2-3 teachers teaching me 

to adjust to the feeling of having more than one teacher.” 

“Yes because it taught me to to prepare for things and be on time.” 

“Yes they did because they would tell us stuff like in high school they won’t search for 

you if you don’t have your name on and stuff like that.” 

“Yes as it showed me many things that has helped so far.” 

“I feel like it helped but high school is much easier than I thought.” 

“Yes but only little bit.” 
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“Yes. A lot of the stuff we worked on in Elementary School we are learning in high 

school so it’s like review. I also am good socially. I haven’t made enemies and have good 

friends.” 

“Yes they did as they started giving harder work and preparing us for Grade 8 since 

Spring Break.”  

No Response Comments 

 

“No at my elementary school the teachers were insensitive and careless. The principal 

ignored and dismissed problems when brought to her.” 

“No my Elementary School didn’t prepare me.” 

“No because you only have 1-2 classes in elementary school compared to 8 in high 

school.” 

Table 4.10 illustrates that the majority of students do feel that their elementary 

school prepared them for high school in relation to preparation and work ethic. While 

seven students feel that their elementary school did not prepare them, and one did not 

provide any response. 
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Table 4.11  

Survey Question 11: Reflect on your transition from Grade 7 to Grade 8. What have been 

your challenges (if any)? What have been your successes (if any)?  

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Successes   6     32%    

 

Challenges   4     21% 

 

Successes and Challenges 7     37% 

No Challenges or Successes 2     11% 

     Challenges     

 

Social 

 

- “people in Grade 8 and other grades don’t care about each other” 

 

- “making friends” 

 

Academic 

 

- “adjust to higher expectations as a small mistake could affect your grade 

dramatically” 

 

- “homework” 

 

- “some of the teachers rules are very time consuming” 

 

- “adjusting to having 8 teachers and balancing the work” 

 

- “getting everything done on time” 
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Logistical 

 

 - “moving from class to class” 

 

- “different bell schedule” 

 

- “finding my classes” 

 

- “adjusting to lockers and being with different people” 

 

- “remembering the class order and where classes are located” 

 

- “learning locker combinations” 

 

     Successes     

 

Social 

 

- “made friends easily” 

 

- “good teachers, good grades and lots of friends” 

 

- “making new friends” 

 

- “more teachers”  

 

- “more freedom” 

 

- “nice teachers” 

 

Academic 

 

- “I have handed most things in on time and I can focus more” 

 

- “academically very successful” 

 

Logistical 

 

- “using the school App” 

 

- “getting to class on time and being prepared”  
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Table 4.11 describes the various comments that students made related to the 

challenges and successes that they have experienced through school transition. 

Comments related to both challenges and successes have been sorted into three main 

categories: Social, Academic and Logistical. 

Table 4.12 

 

Survey Question 12: Do you feel a sense of belonging at high school? If yes, when did  

 

you first feel this? If no, what would it take for you to feel like you belong? 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Yes    15      79%  

 

No    4      21% 

 

     Yes     

 

Social 

 

-“felt it right away” 

 

-“felt it after the first full day” 

 

- “when I see my friends” 

 

- “having all of my friends from elementary and making new ones” 

 

- “felt welcomed right away by staff and other students” 

 

- “first day” 

 

- “people here are really welcoming” 

 

- “felt it in the first few weeks when I started making friends in my classes” 

 

- “since the Sands BBQ” 

 

Logistical 

 

- “it just took a little bit of time to get used to the environment” 
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- “when I learned the school layout and knew where all of my classes were” 

 

- “got used to the school and schedule right away” 

 

 

 

      No    

 

Social 

 

- “don’t fit in socially” 

 

- “do not feel like I belong”  

 

Academic 

 

- “feels intimidating among other staff members”  

 

- “staff member that shouts at students in the hallways” 

 

Logistical 

 

- “feeling lost” 

 

Table 4.12 demonstrates the sense or lack of belonging that students feel at their 

high school. The additional comments provide specific reasons for why they have a sense 

of belonging or why they feel they do not. The comments were sorted into three 

categories: Social, Academic and Logistical.  
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Table 4.13 

Survey Question 13: Have there been any organized events, teams or clubs that have 

contributed positively to your school transition? If yes, please list them. 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Yes    12      63% 

 

No    5      26% 

 

Did not respond  2      11% 

 

     Yes     

 

Athletics 

 

- “soccer team” 

- “soccer” 

- “soccer academy” 

- “basketball team” 

- “basketball team” 

- “basketball team” 

- “volleyball team” 

- “volleyball team” 

- “volleyball team” 

- “volleyball team” 

- “sports teams” 

- “organized teams and events” 

 

Extra Curricular Interest Clubs 

 

- “anime club” 

- ‘anime club’ 

- “debate club” 

- “school production” 

- “IDEAs Club” 

 

Table 4.13 reflects whether or not the high school has provided students with 

opportunities to support their school transition. The examples provided have been sorted 

into two categories: Athletics and Extra Curricular Interest Clubs. 
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Table 4.14 

 

Survey Question 14: Without mentioning any names, do you feel like there are two adults  

 

in the high school who believe that you will be a success in life? 

 

Option    # of students    Overall Percentage 

 

Yes    17     89% 

 

No    2     11% 

 

Table 4.14 illustrates that the majority of students surveyed have two adults in the 

building that feel they will be a success in life, while only two who do not. 

Reflexive Analysis  

 

Reflecting back on my Grade 6 and 7 year, I cannot say for sure that my teachers 

did not do everything they believed needed to be done to prepare me for junior high 

school. I think that in the end, I had built such a strong attachment to my elementary 

school, that the change was incredibly hard. As a Grade 6 and 7 teacher, I have used the 

opportunity to speak with former students about what I can do and what my students need 

to prepare them as best as possible. Overall, I think an open dialogue is what will prepare 

them the most, so that I can take inventory of the questions and concerns they may have, 

and consider ways to provide them with responses that support them in moving forward.  

Looking back now, I believe the challenges that students experience through 

school transition are important. They build resiliency and independence, qualities that are 

necessary for positive adolescent development. Thinking about my own experience, I 

believe that I was so protected within my circles of family and friends that my 

development may have been slightly delayed. While I criticize parents for overstepping 

boundaries and interfering with the growth and maturation of their child, I sought this 



SUPPORTING SUCCESSFUL STUDENT TRANSITION 

 
59 

very thing out from my parents and was outwardly upset when they forced me to have 

difficult conversations with my teachers and coaches throughout my adolescence. 

I felt a sense of belonging at junior high school once I had joined an athletic team. 

I truly believe that being part of a team can positively influence students in relation to 

their academics, self-esteem and overall motivation to attend school. Without the sports 

teams that I played on, I feel like I would have become even more withdrawn. 

Considering this, I make an effort as a teacher to get to know the various passions of my 

students and support them by attending their games, recitals and performances. I make a 

concerted effort to express interest and provide opportunities to build the adult-student 

connections that I believe in so deeply. 

Survey Question 14 was included in the survey, because it has been used 

prominently within the elementary school that I teach at. We believe that if students do 

not have adults within the building who believe they will be a success in life, learning 

will be compromised. As an elementary school, we survey our students with this question 

at the beginning of the year to determine those at-risk students who are lacking an adult 

connection within the building. By following through with this at various intervals in the 

school year, we can see if these efforts to connect are having a positive impact on our 

students. 

Interview Analysis 

 

I was able to interview three Grade 8 students about their transition from 

elementary to high school. Our interviews took place in the high school, in a room with 

windows. Students were given the interview questions prior to meeting so that they had a 

chance to think about what they were being asked beforehand. Interviews took between 
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10-15 minutes and were audio recorded. Interviews were then transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher. I typed out what was said by both the interviewer and interviewee word for 

word in a script. Interviewees were emailed the transcribed interview and given an 

opportunity to withdraw their interview completely or retract any comments. None of the 

interviewees removed any of their information. The interview transcripts were then coded 

for themes. I coded my themes by finding common language between the interviewees. 

Through analysis of the interview data, I have discovered six emerging themes: 

teaching style, homework, choice and freedom, high school opportunities, friends and 

advice for incoming students. While all three of my interviewees admitted to feeling 

nervous about entering high school, they all believe that it did not take them long to 

adjust to their new school, teachers and peers. 

Teaching Style. The interviewees reflected on the variety of teaching styles that 

they have had at both the elementary and high school level. In relation to his Grade 6 and 

7 elementary school teachers, “Michael” expressed that he went “from one teaching way 

that I excelled a lot more in to more memory-based things and that’s where I struggled.” 

Upon expressing this, I then asked if high school was also more memory-based, to which 

he agreed, despite that not being the way that he learns best. Additionally, “Lindsay” 

“had a lot of good teachers (in elementary school) and they made it fun and challenging, 

but I had some teachers who made it a little bit harder to understand or comprehend I 

guess.” When asked if it was that particular teacher’s teaching style, she agreed that his 

style was not how she learned best. “Laura” said that “my Grade 7 teacher was way 

different than high school teachers.” When prompted to elaborate, she relates it to having 

no homework and lots of class time to work. “Laura” confided that “I was scared I was 
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going to have mean teachers but all of my teachers are really nice.” Overall, I believe 

having a variety of teachers with a variety of styles is a great example of what the high 

school experience will be like. Experiencing different teaching styles throughout 

elementary school is a great way to prepare students for what is to come. 

Homework. The interviewees all acknowledged that the homework load and 

level of accountability upon becoming a high school student greatly increased. “Michael” 

discussed how “in elementary school like I said, there’s a lot more leeway. You can get 

away with a lot more (late or missing work). In high school you can’t.” “Lindsay” further 

stated “having a bunch of homework every day. Like I wasn’t used to that because in 

elementary school, I kind of just cruised through it. We didn’t have as many tests or 

quizzes, so that was a little bit hard.” “Laura” added “the workload was way different. 

With my Grade 7 teacher we didn’t barely have homework at all and the homework was 

for one class. We had time to work on it in class. I don’t ever remember going home and 

being like I have homework and stressing out about it.” She was then asked if she feels 

like having an increased workload in Grade 7 would have helped in preparation for Grade 

8 to which she replied “I feel like it would have prepared me more. I don’t think I would 

have liked it because I liked not having any.”  

Choice and Freedom. Upon reflection of what they were most excited about 

when thinking about going to high school “Michael” stated “I was just excited about the 

change. Not being in the same classroom for 6 hours a day.” “Lindsay” made a similar 

comment in relation to “the space and the freedom. I like in high school how you have 

different classes. You get to see all of your friends and there are a variety of classes. And 

it’s not the same classes every day.” “Laura” further emphasized “having more freedom 
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and more choice. Where I can like do what I want. If there’s a club, I can join. If there’s 

electives, I can choose.” When asked if there were any similar opportunities within their 

elementary school, “Lindsay” recalled “Grade 6 was different because we did a lot of 

switching.” “Michael” also stated “I feel I did well in my Grade 6 year with jobs.” 

Having taught both of the previous students in Grade 6, I can confirm that students were 

exposed to two different teachers throughout the school who also platooned individually 

for Art and French. This gave students a chance to change rooms and adapt to two 

different teaching styles each day. When “Michael” references “jobs,” this was an 

initiative that started with his cohort where students had the opportunity to move 

throughout the school to accomplish their “jobs.” Some jobs included: Citizenship within 

other classrooms in the school, Environment where students were working outdoors, 

Community Outreach where students could reach out to local artists or public figures and 

ask them to visit our school and Marketing where students were designing bulletin boards 

or fundraising for local events or charities.  

High School Opportunities. Feeling connected to your school can have a 

positive impact on a student’s academic achievement and overall sense of self. I asked 

“Michael”, “Lindsay” and “Laura” if they felt like their high school provided them with 

enough opportunities to belong and feel included. They all agreed that there were plenty 

of clubs available, even if they have not chosen to join any yet. “Michael” stated “yeah I 

feel like there are a lot of clubs at Sands and I feel that if I took them I would be more 

included but I personally don’t have the time.” “Lindsay” also feels that there are 

opportunities available but takes commitment seriously. “In Grade 8 you don’t know 

whether you are going to like it or if you can commit (because of the homework load).” 
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Whereas “Laura” has taken the opportunity to join one of the sports teams and is eager to 

try others. “I have to debate between what club I am going to do. Like I have to pick 

one.” Overall, it seems that this particular high school is offering opportunities for 

students to join a variety of clubs and build on their sense of belonging. 

Friends. Both “Lindsay” and “Laura” talk about the addition of many more 

friends to their social group since becoming a high school student. “Lindsay” stated “The 

biggest difference is the amount of friends. When I got to high school like the second day 

I was friends with a bunch of kids from different elementary schools.” “Laura” 

experienced the same feeling and stated “Oh and I have more friends.” She goes on to 

describe friends she knew outside of elementary school who are now in her high school. 

Both students had large groups of friends and those have now combined to form an even 

larger group.  

Student Advice. Now that my three interviewees had an opportunity to reflect on 

their Grade 8 experience so far, I asked them to think back to the summer prior to starting 

high school. I asked them if they had any advice to the incoming group of Grade 8s who 

will walk among them in high school this coming September. Their answers were 

thoughtful, and reflected what they individually value. “Michael” stated “Stick with your 

friends. Stick with your core. Once you feel like you have found good people, you can 

branch out but don’t just be giving yourself away the first day.” “Lindsay” wanted to tell 

her future peers “Don’t stress about it.” “Laura” stated “Don’t act like you’re older than 

you are. Just be yourself. Don’t try to be someone else.” I appreciate all of these forms of 

advice, as they were all valuable and things that were important to the individual sharing 

them. 
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Reflexive Analysis  

As their former teacher, I was both worried and excited for last years group of 

Grade 7s to transition to Grade 8. They were a special group to me and I will always feel 

a deep connection with them. As a student, I always remember feeling excited about 

starting a new school year, as it always felt like a fresh start. After analyzing all of the 

interview data, I can relate to the students feelings. However, I am very aware of the 

closeness between these interviewees and I. I wonder if perhaps they were more willing 

to participate because of their relationship with me? I would have liked to have had the 

opportunity to interview a student who did not attend the elementary school that I work 

at. I also reflect on the interview data and wonder if some of their responses were spoken 

in a way so as not to hurt my feelings if they reflected on their elementary school 

experience in a negative or critical way. I know that I would struggle to criticize someone 

that I saw in a mentorship role, even as an adult. I worked hard to analyze the data 

subjectively, but am also aware that my interpretation of the research is biased because of 

how close I am to the student sample. Overall, I believe strongly that the data collected 

and analyzed was done so through my researcher’s lens. A researcher that struggled 

through school transition and who now is a teacher seeking to support this very concept. I 

have learned so much about myself as a person, student and teacher through this 

reflective process, and if anything, am confident that I have achieved personal and 

professional growth through it all. 
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Chapter 5: Summary, Findings and Recommendations 

Summary 

This study sought to discover how high school transition can be best supported by 

elementary and high school teachers. The goal was to discover what is currently 

happening for students before, during and after transition to support them. Student 

surveys were distributed which included both Likert style and open-ended questions. 

Additionally, there were three student interviews conducted to discover even more about 

student transition from elementary to high school. 

Findings 

Through examination of both quantitative and qualitative data, I discovered some 

interesting information related to school transition. The research findings demonstrated 

that the majority of students entering high school were feeling excited about starting 

Grade 8. It is encouraging to see that only one student disagreed with this statement. 

Additionally, as supported by the data, students do feel that school is important to them. I 

do believe that students recognize the importance of school as it relates to both their 

academic futures and for the social connections that it provides. I would be curious to 

know what they find most important within their school day. Is it the peer connections or 

academic achievement, or a combination of both? 

There were mixed feelings about adjusting to new teachers, but an overall sense 

of indifference or lack of concern. I think there is an excitement and nervousness around 

the unknown regarding teacher styles and expectations. However, having eight different 

teachers spread throughout the week in high school provides some relief to those students 
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who experienced feeling like they were “stuck” with the same teacher all day in 

elementary school. 

It is encouraging to see that there is a strong sense of self-efficacy among the 

students surveyed. This kind of belief in oneself bodes well for these Grade 8 students as 

they move throughout high school and are faced with even more challenging learning 

opportunities. As a teacher, it is exciting to see students feel so strongly about their 

ability to learn, as teaching a growth mindset and demonstrating perseverance through 

challenge has become such a strong focus within our District. 

The majority of students expressed a sense of belonging in Grade 8 at the high 

school. I believe that most students are always open to making new friends and high 

school is an opportunity to expand ones social circle and find the unique niches that did 

not always exist for students in elementary school. Additionally, the majority of students 

were not concerned about making new friends in high school. This is interesting to me, as 

this was one of my greatest sources of anxiety during my junior high school transition. It 

is encouraging to sense this kind of confidence among students entering a new school. 

All students surveyed reported having at least one friend that they are connected to. This 

is promising, as being connected to people within the school should hopefully relate to 

being connected to the school itself. I also believe that one strong friendship is superior to 

several weak ones. 

In relation to logistics of the high school, there appears to be mixed feelings about 

getting lost. This was definitely a huge source of anxiety for me as a Grade 8 student, as I 

was always worried about being late for class. There is an uneasy feeling about where 
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different classes are located as well as navigating from a student’s locker to their next 

class within such a short time frame. 

There also appears to be mixed feelings about the academic expectations within 

the high school. I think this is one of the biggest perceptions that students have about the 

school change. Students worry about the work being more challenging and that the 

expectations of their high school teachers will be unattainable. They also fear that the 

increase in homework will result in an inability to “keep up.” 

As evidenced by the data in Table 4.10 and the additional comments presented, it 

appears that the majority of students felt like their elementary school did prepare them for 

high school. The comment about having more than one teacher in elementary school is 

particularly interesting, as it is something that I practice. I believe in the importance of 

adapting to new styles and routines depending on what class you are in and what teacher 

you have. In addition, it appears that students are experiencing a variety of challenges as 

well as successes. As evidenced by the data in Table 4.11, the majority of statements 

deemed to be challenges relate to procedural issues within the school (lockers, bell 

schedule, finding classes), while only a few reflected on relationship challenges with 

teachers and peers. The successes appear to relate more to relationships as students 

reflected on the positives of having more teachers and making new friends. The use of the 

school App through social media seems like a great tool to keep students (and their 

parents) connected to what is going on within and around the school.  

Overall, it appears the majority of students felt a sense of belonging to their high 

school fairly quickly since arriving in September. The focus seems to be on seeing their 

old friends and the addition of new ones, feeling comfortable with the layout of the 
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school and being welcomed by high school staff and students. The BBQ that was 

mentioned was an initiative by the principal, who invited all Grade 8 students for a 

gathering at the end of August to familiarize them with some of the new staff members 

and peers. The BBQ was run by a Grade 11 leadership group and gave a great 

opportunity for mingling among incoming Grade 8 students and their parents. In contrast, 

there does appear to be some students who still lack that sense of belonging among their 

peer group and some of the teaching staff. 

An exciting discovery was that students from this sample population want to feel 

a sense of belonging and for the most part have this at their current high school. It seems 

that there is a lot of opportunity provided to students to build that sense of belonging 

through various clubs and sports teams. As evidenced by the data in Table 4.13, there 

appears to be a lot of opportunities for students in Grade 8 to join various clubs within the 

school. These clubs relate to organized sports and high interest clubs. No survey 

contained suggestions for clubs that they wish existed that do not.  

Finally, the majority of students stated that they have at least two adults within the 

high school who believe that they will be a success in life. It would be important to seek 

out those students who do not feel that way and find adults that they could connect with 

to ensure they feel a sense of support within the high school.  

In relation to the interview data, some general statements can be made. First of 

all, while students confided that they did feel nervous about the transition, the 

overwhelming sense is that incoming Grade 8 students are excited and feel ready for the 

change in their school environment. Secondly, there is concern for students over the new 

teachers that they are about to encounter in the high school. They are concerned about 
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their personality, as there is a perception that high school teachers are more strict or 

mean. Teaching style is also a concern for students as they have come to realize what 

kind of learner they are, and struggle with teachers who do not mesh with them. Finally, 

students are concerned over the perceived academic expectations of high school teachers 

and that they will be consumed by homework. With these comments in mind, is it worth 

loading up the homework in Grade 7 to “prepare” students for Grade 8 or preparing them 

by teaching them effective time management strategies? Perhaps a combination of both? 

Homework is a controversial topic as some feel that those who need to practice at home, 

do not have the supports in place to accomplish it and end up falling more and more 

behind with their work. Whereas if a student has mastered a concept or completed an 

assignment, is there a need to go home and practice more? I personally believe there are 

other things that could take the place of the time that is supposed to be spent on 

homework. However, many parents feel I do not assign enough homework for their child 

and would like more provided for them.  

Third, students love the freedom and choice that high school provides for them. 

Students have come from an elementary school where they have to ask permission for a 

lot of things and are now in an environment where they have more choice. This includes 

choice over certain electives and a variety of clubs that they can join. Students also like 

the freedom of movement between classes, having a variety of teachers so you are not 

“stuck” in the same place all year and the ability to go wherever you want at lunch with a 

variety of friends. 
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Finally, there is a desire for procedural practice at the high school prior to 

entering in the fall. Students in both the surveys and the interviews expressed a sense of 

worry over getting lost and adjusting to the movement of eight different classes each day. 

Recommendations 

After examining the data and considering the findings, I have come up with some 

recommendations for both elementary and high school teachers to consider in order to 

support a positive transition for students. 

Experience multiple teachers in Elementary School. At the elementary school 

level, particularly in Grades 6 and 7, have teachers platoon with different colleagues so 

students experience a version of the movement that will occur at the high school. This 

will also support students learning to adjust to various teaching styles and receiving 

homework from various teachers at the same time to learn time management and 

prioritizing skills. 

Provide multiple reasons and opportunities to visit the High School. It is 

important to coordinate more visits with the high school for transition and non-transition 

reasons. Currently there are only two official transition visits in Grade 7, one that occurs 

for teachers to be able to discuss their belief of what specific students will need to support 

their learning and the other is for students to take a tour of the high school. If we could 

find some time for elementary teachers to collaborate with high school teachers, perhaps 

we could strengthen the bonds between the two schools and students even more. My class 

goes up to the high school at least once a month to work with Grade 10 French students. 

The goal being that when my students arrive in Grade 8, they have already made some 

friendships with some Grade 11 students who can support them as needed. Additionally, 
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a select group of students attend a Grade 7 Volleyball tournament in December every 

year, allowing the high school a chance to see some of our students in a more competitive 

environment. Our school is also always invited to attend the high schools yearly drama 

productions. I wonder if there are spirit or seasonal opportunities that could be explored 

through the collaboration between schools? 

Provide multiple reasons and opportunities to visit the Elementary School. I 

would encourage the high school administration and teachers to coordinate visits to the 

elementary schools to get a sense of interest for future or current clubs, and to promote 

school community. Students could suggest what they would like that does not currently 

exist for them. Additionally, elementary school students would get to meet and work with 

their future high school teachers, further building the cross-school connections that are so 

important. 

Provide opportunities to “shadow” a Grade 8 student for the day. I believe 

that current Grade 7 students could live a day in Grade 8 by shadowing them throughout 

a school day. This would allow them to experience the movement in the halls, the 

different bell schedule and the adjustment to different teachers. This could also foster the 

development of new relationships and allow students a chance to experience what it is 

really like to spend a day at the high school. This could happen in June when things are 

settling down or even better would be for it to occur at the end of each term as things are 

wrapping up academically for both schools. 

Additional Grade 8 team building activities. The high school organized a Grade 

8 student retreat for the current Grade 8 students at the beginning of their school year. I 

think this was a terrific idea that fostered new and ongoing friendships among the peer 
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population. I would suggest continuing these retreat type activities throughout the year 

not just at the beginning, to promote ongoing team building and strengthen the 

friendships and school spirit that has been fostered. 

Continue the use of the School App. One student mentioned the use of the 

School App. With the growth in information technology and high prevalence of students 

having smart phones, this appears to be a great communication device for both students 

and parents to be made aware of what is going on at school. I think that for students in 

particular this is a great way to meet them where they are in terms of the accessibility of 

social media and how much this has become part of their reality. 

Focus on student-adult connections. Finally, I believe it is the high school’s 

duty to ensure students have adults within the high school who feel that they will be a 

success in life. It would be worth having students fill out a slip of paper at the beginning 

and end of each school year to discover any students who do not feel this way in order to 

be actively supporting them. It would also be critical for new students who enter the 

school at various times of the year. By actively monitoring the vulnerable students, high 

school staff would be aware of who needs further adult connections.  

Conclusion 

The goal of this study was to develop an understanding of students’ experiences 

through the transition from elementary school to high school. As a result of the data 

collected I found that elementary school to high school transition can best be supported 

by building strong connections between the adults and students within both buildings. 

These connections need to be fostered before the transition occurs so that students have 

already developed a sense of place within the high school and feel a sense of support 
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from all of their teachers both past and present. While the overall idea of moving on to 

high school is one of excitement due to the increase in freedom, opportunity to make new 

friends and increase in academic choice, it is the logistics of the move that seems to be 

the biggest issue. Students need to have more opportunities to become accustomed to the 

location and procedures of their new environment. 

To further this research, I would suggest gathering data from all incoming grade 8 

classes throughout the district from every elementary school. I would also be interested in 

surveying and interviewing students from other feeder schools to see if they express 

similar experiences. Overall, I believe that developing more of an open dialogue between 

schools and building positive support systems for our student should lead to positive 

school transition. 
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Appendix A 

 

Student Survey 

 

School Transition Survey - 2017-2018 

 

Dear students, 

 

Please consider your experiences in elementary school and now as a high school student 

when responding to each of these questions. Your answers are anonymous, so please be 

as honest and descriptive (for the written portion) as possible. 

 

Rate the following statements using the scale of 1-5 (1=Strongly Disagree 2=Disagree 

3=Indifferent 4=Agree 5=Strongly Agree). 

 

1. I felt excited about going to high school this year. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

2. School is very important to me. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

3. I was concerned about adjusting to new teachers. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

4. Even if the work is hard in my classes, I believe that I can learn it. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

5. In this school, I feel like I belong. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

6. I was concerned about making new friends. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

7. In this school, I have at least a friend (or two) that I am connected to. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

8. When I started the school year, I was concerned about getting lost. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 
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9. When I started the school year, I was concerned about the academic expectations in 

high school. 

 

1=Strongly Disagree     2=Disagree     3=Indifferent     4=Agree     5=Strongly Agree 

 

10. Do you think your elementary school teachers could have done anything further to 

“prepare” you for the high school environment (academically, socially, etc.) If yes, please 

describe. 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Reflect on your transition from Grade 7 to Grade 8. What have been your challenges 

(if any)? What have been your successes (if any)? 

 

 

 

 

12. Do you feel a sense of belonging at high school? If yes, when did you first feel this? 

If no, what would it take for you to feel like you belong? 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Have there been any organized events, teams or clubs that have contributed positively 

to your school transition? If yes, please list them. 

 

 

 

 

14. Without mentioning any names, do you feel like there are two adults in the high 

school who believe that you will be a success in life? 

 

Yes _____        No_____ 

 

 

By handing in this survey, you are consenting to this information being used in the 

research study. 

 

Thank you so much for participating in this research study! 
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Appendix B 

 

Student Interview Questions 

 

Interview Questions - Elementary to High School Transition 

 

I would like to remind you that this interview is voluntary and that you can withdraw at 

any time. You will be receiving a transcription of the interview via email at which point 

you have one week to provide any revisions or withdraw your data. 

 

1. Think back to your elementary school experience. Can you describe this time? What 

were some of your successes? What were some of your challenges? 

 

2. How do you remember feeling at the thought of going into high school? Was there 

anything that was making you feel excited? Was there anything that was making you 

nervous/worried? 

 

3. From your perspective, is there a big difference from elementary school to high 

school? If yes, please describe. Ex: academically, socially, emotionally, relationships, etc.  

 

4. Now that you are a high school student, is there anything you would like your high 

school to do for you as a student that is not currently being done, or that you have heard 

about from other high schools? Please describe. 

 

5. What advice would you give a current Grade 7 student who is going to be transitioning 

to high school next year? 

 

 

 


