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Abstract 

The transition to high school is a pivotal time for  

freshmen. Recognition of the importance of the nint h grade 

year and establishing freshmen transition programs are 

critical in addressing the nation’s declining gradu ation 

rates. The purpose of this study was to investigate  the 

practices, programs, or interventions used in Misso uri to 

assist freshmen in making a successful transition t o high 

school. For this research, all high school principa ls 

across the state were given the opportunity to cont ribute 

to the study. There were 183 schools, both public a nd non-

public, that responded to the survey. From the data , 60.1% 

of Missouri high schools currently have a freshmen 

transition practice in place. Format analysis led t o the 

conclusion that a multi-dimensional approach to the  

transition of freshmen was perceived as more succes sful 

than a single-practice approach. The impact of fres hmen 

transition practices on attendance and graduation r ates was 

unable to be determined due to the fact 78.1% of al l the 

practices currently in place were reported to have been 

implemented within the last five years.
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION    
 

The transition to high school has been called the m ost 

pivotal point in a student’s educational life. The shift to 

a new environment of rigorous academic expectations  in 

combination with the developmental needs of adolesc ents can 

create a volatile situation. Students who make a sm ooth 

transition to high school are more likely to pursue  post-

secondary training. Freshmen who experience course failure, 

attendance problems, and discipline referrals are m uch more 

likely to not complete high school in the tradition al four 

years or drop out of school altogether. The number of 

students being lost from the public school system w as the 

motivation for this research. The statement of the problem, 

purpose of the study, research questions, hypothese s, and 

rationale for the study were included in Chapter On e. This 

chapter also discussed the limitations to the study  and the 

definition of terms. 

Statement of the Problem 

In 2001, the national graduation rate was 75% with 

only about half of African Americans and Latinos ma king it 

to graduation day in the traditional amount of time  

(Thornburgh, 2006). Over the last 30 years in the U nited 

States, more students are lost from the ninth grade  than at 
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any other place in the K-12 education pipeline (Han ey, 

Abrams, Madaus, Wheelock, Miao, & Gruia, 2005). The refore, 

the ninth grade plays a critical role in the nation ’s 

declining graduation rate.  America’s schools need to make 

the transition to high school for freshmen a priori ty. 

Purpose of the Study   

The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

practices, programs, or interventions used across t he State 

of Missouri to assist freshmen in making a successf ul 

transition to high school. The analysis of the numb er and 

format of the freshmen transition practices impleme nted by 

high schools of various sizes may benefit administr ators 

who are searching for a new approach to address the  

transition to high school. This study may also be u seful 

for administrators looking to begin a freshmen tran sition 

program.   

Research Questions 

The following questions were addressed in the study :   

1.  What type of freshmen transition practices are 

used in high schools across Missouri? 

2.  What type of school improvement models are 

implemented by high schools with an existing 

freshmen transition practice? 
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3.  What are the perceptions of school leaders on the 

effectiveness of their current freshmen transition 

practice? 

 Hypotheses 

Null Hypothesis #1  

The student enrollment of a high school will have n o 

correlation to the number of freshmen transition pr actices 

being implemented. 

Null Hypothesis #2  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the attendance rate. 

Null Hypothesis #3  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the graduation rate. 

Rationale for the Study 

The rationale for this study was to provide school 

leaders with the current practices being implemente d by 

Missouri high schools to assist freshmen in making a smooth 

transition. This research will benefit school leade rs who 

are seeking to improve, change, or begin a transiti onal 

practice, program, or intervention for the most cri tical 
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grade in the educational pipeline. The ninth grade can be a 

very pivotal time for many adolescents.   

 

Limitations of the Study 

For this study, it was important to recognize the 

following limitations: 

1.  The study was limited to the state of Missouri. 

2.  The survey instrument was designed by the 

researcher. 

3.  Public and non-public high schools were included in  

the sample. 

4.  Only public schools are required to report average 

daily attendance and graduation rate to the 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education in  

Missouri. 

5.  Public schools are responsible for self reporting 

average daily attendance and dropouts. 

6.  Nearly 80% of the current freshmen transition 

practices implemented in high schools have been in 

place for five years or less.  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were defined to clarify the 

meaning of key words used throughout this study. 
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Adolescent.  An individual of age eleven to seventeen 

is considered an adolescent (Harvard Family, 2007).   

Attendance center . A school that may contain a variety 

of grade configurations in the same building is ref erred to 

as an attendance center for the purpose of this stu dy. 

Freshmen.  According to Webster’s dictionary, a 

freshman is a newcomer, beginner, or a first-year s tudent 

(Mish, 1990). For the purpose of this study the plu ral 

term, freshmen, applies to students who are in the ninth 

grade, the first year of high school. 

Freshmen transition practices (FTP). The programs, 

interventions, or strategies implemented to assist ninth 

grade students in making a successful shift to high  school 

expectations and requirements.  

Missouri Association of Secondary School Principals . 

The Missouri Association of Secondary School Princi pals 

(MASSP) is a not for profit organization affiliated  with 

the National Association of Secondary School Princi pals 

(NASSP). The purpose of this professional organizat ion is 

for the on-going improvement of secondary education  by 

providing professional development for school leade rship at 

the middle school, high school, and assistant princ ipal 

position (MASSP, 2009).  
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Missouri State High School Activities Association. The 

Missouri State High School Activities Association ( MSHSAA) 

is the governing body for extracurricular activitie s in 

high schools. The MSHSAA classification system was used to 

create the enrollment categories on the freshmen tr ansition 

survey used in this study. MSHSAA uses a five class  system 

for basketball to evenly divide the teams across th e state. 

Since most schools in the state have a basketball p rogram, 

the researcher used this system to sort the results  from 

the survey instrument. The standard enrollment brea ks for 

the 2008-2009 school year set Class 1 to include hi gh 

schools with 130 students or less. Class 2 included  high 

schools between 131 to 245 students. Class 3 includ ed high 

schools with an enrollment of 246 to 577 students. Class 4 

included high schools with 578 to 1,202 students. F inally, 

Class 5 included high schools with 1,203 or more st udents 

(MSHSAA, 2008).  

School improvement models .  The methods or initiatives 

implemented by high schools to increase the perform ance, 

attendance, and persistence to graduation for all s tudents.   

Summary 

The transition to ninth grade is the most critical 

point in a student’s K-12 educational progression. As the 

nation is faced with declining graduation rates, th e 



 Freshmen Transition 7 

 

transition to high school has been identified as a key 

place to reverse this thirty year trend. The purpos e of 

this descriptive study was to investigate the pract ices, 

programs, or interventions used across the State of  

Missouri to assist freshmen in making a successful 

transition to high school. Three research questions  guided 

the study and three null hypotheses were tested. 

Limitations and terms that were unique to this stud y were 

identified and defined in this chapter.  

In the next chapter, a review of relevant literatur e 

was presented which focused on four different aspec ts of 

the transition to high school: the freshman as an 

adolescent, the structure of schools, school improv ement 

models, and current freshmen transition practices. The 

research design was explained in Chapter Three foll owed by 

Chapter Four where the survey results and findings were 

discussed. Finally, the summary and recommendations  from 

the study were included in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER TWO – REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The first year of high school marks a critical time  in 

a student’s education. The results from the freshme n year 

will set a student’s trajectory into society. If a 

successful transition to high school is made, stude nts are 

more likely to be on track to pursue post-secondary  

opportunities and begin preparing for a career. On the 

other hand, a poor transition to high school can re sult in 

course failure and students at risk of persisting t o 

graduation four years later. According to the Natio nal 

Center of Education Statistics (NCES), there were 5 65,729 

students who dropped out of public high schools in the 

United States during the 2005-2006 school year (NCE S, 

2008). The same government report tracked the Avera ged 

Freshmen Graduation Rate (AFGR), an estimate of the  

percentage of an entering freshmen class graduating  in four 

years. The AFGR for public high schools in the Unit ed 

States had fallen during the prior three consecutiv e 

reporting years. The averaged freshmen graduation r ate was 

75% in 2003-04, 74.7% in 2004-05, and 73.4% in 2005 -06 

(NCES, 2008). Schools are losing students between t he ninth 

and tenth grade year. In a study of the last 30 yea rs, the 
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number of ninth grade students not returning for th eir 

tenth grade year tripled in the United States (Hane y et 

al., 2005). 

To prevent a further decline in the averaged freshm en 

graduation rate, it is important for schools to und erstand 

the complexities of the transition to high school. The 

review of relevant literature focuses on different aspects 

of this transition. The first section began with a focus on 

the freshman as an adolescent. Stages of developmen t, 

gender, and parental support play a role in how wel l the 

student will adjust to high school (Akos & Galassi,  2004b; 

Harvard Family, 2007).  

The next section in the literature review focuses o n 

the structure of schools. Research on the structure  and the 

configuration of grade levels in schools were exami ned. 

Does the number of building transitions affect acad emic 

achievement of students? Many districts are faced w ith the 

challenge of balancing rapid growth and meeting ach ievement 

standards. Research showed the school structure may  affect 

the freshmen transition. 

In the era of continuous school improvement, numero us 

models and initiatives have surfaced during the las t twenty 

years. The third section focuses on the school impr ovement 
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models that have emerged to aid districts in improv ing 

student achievement and ultimately graduation rates . Most 

models contained components that support transition  of 

ninth grade students. Finally, the literature revie w 

concludes with a focus on freshmen transition strat egies 

and best practices being implemented in high school s.    

The Freshman as an Adolescent 

Freshmen are not only dealing with the transition i nto 

high school, but they are also making the transitio n from 

childhood to adulthood during their high school yea rs. They 

are at a point in their lives of rapid change. Jett , 

Pulling, and Ross (1994) stated high schools need t o 

recognize that thirteen- and fourteen-year-old stud ents 

have different physical, social, and emotional need s than 

do older high school students. In this section, the  stages 

of adolescent development, gender differences, and the 

importance of family during transition were address ed. This 

section concluded with the perceptions students hav e about 

making the transition to high school. 

During adolescence, young people experience a wide 

array of physical, intellectual, emotional, and soc ial 

changes (Potter, Schlisky, Stevenson, & Drawdy, 200 1). In 

terms of physical development, adolescents are chal lenged 
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to adjust to a new sense of self. Students are goin g 

through rapid physical changes and often become foc used on 

their physical appearance (Potter et al.).  

Intellectually, adolescents are developing critical  

thinking skills and the ability to express more com plex 

concepts through an expanded vocabulary (Potter et al., 

2001). Since individuals develop at different rates , 

students can become frustrated by the demands of th e high 

school classroom if they have not developed the abi lity to 

think abstractly. Tension between adolescents and t heir 

parents is also common during this period of change . The 

adolescent is trying to establish a sense of self a nd 

desires autonomy, independence, and more time with peers 

(Harvard Family, 2007). As adolescents fight for 

independence, they still yearn for the security, sa fety, 

and support of the dependent relationship with pare nts 

(Potter et al.). The emotional tug-of-war makes thi s stage 

of life quite challenging for adolescents.  

Social development also plays a significant role in  

the adjustment to high school. Potter et al. (2001)  stated, 

“The degree to which an adolescent is able to make friends 

and be part of an accepting peer group is a major i ndicator 

of how well the adolescent will adjust in other are as of 
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social and psychological development” (p. 53). Frie ndships 

are very important at this age, and as the adolesce nts 

learn to balance peer relationships they must also learn to 

manage their sexuality. With the onset of sexual ma turity, 

teenagers must balance their personal identity with  their 

attitude and values about sexual behavior (Potter e t al.). 

For students to make a successful transition to hig h 

school, the rapid changes in the physical, intellec tual, 

emotional, and social growth of adolescents must be  taken 

into consideration. 

School transition research indicates that negative 

outcomes, such as a decrease in self-esteem and aca demic 

motivation, occur for a number of students in trans ition 

(Akos & Galassi, 2004b). The adjustment to another school 

has many variables, and the psychosocial developmen t of the 

male and female student can determine their percept ion of 

the transition from elementary to middle school and  from 

middle school to high school. A study by Patrick Ak os and 

John P. Galassi (2004a) suggested that gender and r ace are 

influential variables in school transitions. The 

perceptions of transition difficulty, the sense of 

connectedness to the new school, and the persons wh o were 

most helpful to them during the transition were col lected 
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from sixth grade students and ninth grade students.  Akos 

and Galassi found “gender was not a significant var iable in 

the overall perception of the difficulty of the tra nsition” 

(2004a, p. 105). However, there were notable differ ences in 

the responses between boys and girls.  

According to Akos and Galassi (2004a), girls felt m ore 

connected to school than boys after the transition to 

middle school, but in the transition to high school , boys 

reported feeling more connected to school. Adolesce nt girls 

tended to be less attached to school and have lower  self-

esteem than boys (Bearman & Burns, 1998). Boys perc eived 

the support from peers as significantly more helpfu l in the 

transition to high school than did girls (Akos & Ga lassi, 

2004b). Peer-related problems and psychological dis tress 

tended to increase over the course of middle school  for 

girls. Subsequently, peer support was not reported as 

helpful in the transition to high school (Akos & Ga lassi, 

2004b).  

Relational opportunities were very important for gi rls 

transitioning into high school. Bearman and Burns ( 1998) 

found a positive relationship between the proportio n of 

female students in a school and girls’ attachment a nd self-

esteem. “The higher the proportion of female studen ts in a 



 Freshmen Transition 14 

 

school, the greater female students’ feelings of sc hool 

attachment and self-worth will tend to be” (Bearman  & 

Burns, p. 11). To assist students in making a succe ssful 

transition into high school, gender should be taken  into 

consideration. The analysis by Bearman and Burns su ggested 

single-sex schools benefit girls and do not harm bo ys. 

Schools can shape the social environment for studen ts by 

considering single-sex classes and co-curricular 

activities. Studies have shown that peer relationsh ips are 

different for boys and girls. This discrepancy can affect 

their perceptions about entering high school and, i n turn, 

their level of success during high school. 

In recent decades, the transition from childhood to  

adulthood has changed. “The fact that young people 

generally complete their education and marry later than 

they did in the previous generation provides a good  example 

of how the transition to adulthood has lengthened” 

(Gitelson & McDermott, 2006, p. 855). Society has n ot 

recognized this shift and has not developed policie s that 

accurately support the transition to young adulthoo d. 

Therefore, the parent role has become more importan t 

(Gitelson & McDermott). As adolescents prepare to e nter 

high school, their greatest anticipation is more fr eedom 
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(Akos & Galassi, 2004b). Adolescents desire autonom y, 

independence, and time with peers, but at the same time, 

they continue to rely on guidance from parents and other 

adults (Harvard Family, 2007). Gitelson and McDermo tt 

suggested when parents provide opportunities for au tonomous 

decision making throughout childhood, the transitio ns to 

adulthood may be easier. “It is also important that  parents 

find ways of establishing authentic age-appropriate  ways of 

communicating and problem solving in order to foste r 

connection and mutuality between parents and young adults” 

(Gitelson & McDermott, p. 863). Parent involvement and 

stability of the family have a large impact on the 

adolescent’s ability to cope with the challenges an d 

opportunities that high school brings. 

Parents, through the choices and decisions they mad e 

for themselves and their children, influenced how t heir 

children grew and developed over time (Cavanagh, Sc hiller, 

& Riegle-Crumb, 2006). The study by Cavanagh et al.  

revealed that family structure at birth predicted s tudents’ 

academic status in math in the ninth grade. Cavanag h et al. 

found adolescents born into single-parent families 

experience a 25 percent decrease in the odds of com pleting 

Algebra I in the ninth grade. More instability with in a 
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family was associated with higher levels of psychol ogical 

distress on developing adolescents. 

The transition to high school can be difficult and may 

be compounded by the developmental challenges of 

transitioning to adulthood. In the 1994 article, Preparing 

High Schools for Eighth Grade Students , Jett, Pulling, and 

Ross suggested high schools must create ways and pl aces for 

the youngest students to be natural in their feelin gs and 

behaviors. If adolescents were forced to suppress t heir 

feelings and behaviors, they would adopt the behavi ors of 

older students. “In such circumstances, a social-em otional 

development gap can result, which can lead to delay s in 

academic, social, and emotional development or to b ehavior 

problems that have serious consequences” (Jett et a l., p. 

91). The eighth graders in May will not have much t ime to 

mature before they enter high school only three mon ths 

later. Freshmen struggle to meet the same behavior 

expectations that work for seventeen- and eighteen- year-old 

students. Meeting the developmental needs of freshm en is 

important for their success in high school.  

In the book, The Best Schools (2006), Armstrong 

suggested high schools force many students to live lives 

that do not match their own developmental potential . In 



 Freshmen Transition 17 

 

many traditional high schools, the practices in pla ce are 

not developmentally appropriate for students that a ttend. 

Armstrong compared the developmentally inappropriat e 

practices used by traditional high schools to their  

appropriate counterpart: a) large impersonal high s chools 

to small learning communities, b) shopping mall hig h 

schools to theme-based magnet or charter schools, c ) 

tracking to career academies, d) too much time sitt ing in 

classrooms to internships, e) excessive academic pr essure 

to entrepreneurial enterprises, f) impersonal stude nt-

teacher relationships to apprenticeships, and g) ze ro-

tolerance policies to democratic communities. These  

appropriate practice recommendations will surface a gain in 

the section on high school reform.  

The various stages and developmental needs of 

adolescents ultimately impact the transition to hig h 

school. The structure and configuration of the scho ol 

building will be addressed as another feature of sc hool 

transition that can be detrimental to student achie vement. 

The actual school structure and grade level configu rations 

in each building as a child progresses through a K- 12 

system may ultimately have an effect on a successfu l 

transition to high school. 
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The Structure of Schools 

Education in the United States has been marked by a ge-

graded schooling and transitions between buildings.  They 

are by-products of the organization of American sch ools 

into distinct schooling forms (Weiss & Bearman, 200 7) . The 

difficulties that students experience when making t he 

transition to high school are documented in numerou s 

sources in educational research. The decline of gra des, the 

dramatic increase in the likelihood of failing cour ses, the 

increase in behavioral problems, and an increase in  

absences have been associated with the transition ( Weiss & 

Bearman). To ease the negative effects of school 

transition, it is important to review the work on s chooling 

forms and grade-level organization in school distri cts and 

the impact on student outcomes.  

There was conflicting research on the cause for the  

decrease in ninth grade performance. There was rese arch 

which confirmed the decline between eighth grade an d ninth 

grade would occur regardless of whether a student c hanges 

buildings (Weiss & Bearman, 2007). In contrast, som e 

studies showed the number of school-to-school trans itions 

have a significant impact on achievement loss and d ropout 

rates (Alspaugh, 1998a, 1998b). 
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The research by Weiss and Bearman (2007) found the 

implications of students moving from eighth grade t o ninth 

grade would occur regardless of whether the student  moved 

to a new building or remained in the same location.  Weiss 

and Bearman stated:  

We find that student outcomes change as the student s 

move from eighth grade to ninth grade; however, our  

findings suggest that these changes are driven by 

factors other than changing schools. Although there  

are important changes in the levels of both school-

related and nonacademic outcomes examined, the 

magnitude of changes is remarkably similar for 

students who change schools and for those who do no t. 

That is to say, moving from eighth grade to ninth 

grade results in changes in outcomes for all studen ts, 

regardless of whether the move is accompanied by a 

change of schools. (p. 416) 

These results imply that there will be noticeable c hanges 

in student outcomes in the move from eighth grade t o ninth 

grade regardless of whether the student transitions  to 

another building. 

On the contrary, Alspaugh (1998a) studied achieveme nt 

loss associated with the number of school-to-school  
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transitions. Students experience many changes in th e school 

environment with the transition from elementary sch ool to 

middle school and from middle school to high school . 

Elementary schools are task-oriented and middle sch ools and 

high schools focus on performance. Another cultural  change 

from building to building is the student-teacher 

relationship. In middle schools, teachers have many  

students for very short periods of time. “The findi ngs 

imply that students placed in relatively small coho rt 

groups for long spans of time tend to experience mo re 

desirable educational outcomes” (Alspaugh, 1998a, ¶  30). 

In another study, Alspaugh (1998b) explored the 

relationship between school district organization a nd high 

school dropout rates. The study included 447 Missou ri 

school districts. The findings suggested an increas e in the 

number of school-to-school transitions within a sch ool 

district is associated with an increase in high sch ool 

dropout rate. The lowest dropout rates were in scho ol 

districts without intermediate level schools, in wh ich 

students make only one transition from elementary t o 

secondary school at the seventh grade level (Alspau gh, 

1998b).  
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As the enrollment per attendance center increases, 

school districts are forced to make decisions on sc hool 

reorganization. The current trend is for districts to add 

more intermediate level schools thus increasing the  number 

of school-to-school transitions for students. Alspa ugh 

(1998b) implied that school districts may want to 

reconsider adding more transitions for students as it 

relates to increased achievement loss and dropout r ates. 

With the goal being to increase academic achievemen t 

and create an atmosphere more conducive to learning , an 

increasing number of urban districts are converting  from 

the middle school concept to a K-8 configuration (Y ecke, 

2006). In the article, “Mayhem in the Middle: Why W e Should 

Shift to K-8,”  the results from three studies were cited as 

support for the conversion. The results from the Mi lwaukee 

Study, the Baltimore Study, and the Philadelphia St udy led 

to the same conclusion: K-8 schools had higher acad emic 

achievement than their middle school counterparts ( Yecke). 

Baltimore has opened thirty K-8 schools in the last  few 

years, and Philadelphia will have increased from 61  to 130 

K-8 schools by 2008 (Yecke). Some districts like Br ookline, 

Massachusetts, and Cincinnati, Ohio, are now exclus ively 

configured as K-8 buildings.  
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The world and society in which children live are 

changing at an astronomical rate, while the America n 

educational system remains locked into a pattern th at has 

been unchanged for decades. Thomas, Blackbourn, Bri tt, 

Blackbourn, Papason, Tyler et al., (2006) suggested  the 

multiage or non-graded classroom approach to educat ion 

encourages continuous pupil progress. Students are not 

bound to a grade level based on age but rather by t he 

mastery of skills. For students to make successful 

transitions to the next level, they must have the n ecessary 

developmental and academic skills. School structure  and 

grade organization pose a difficult challenge for d istricts 

as they must meet capacity needs while doing what i s best 

academically for their students.  

School Improvement Models 

 In the spring of 1983, the National Commission of 

Excellence in Education issued A Nation at Risk.  This 

report highlighted the deficiencies in knowledge of  the 

nation’s students and population as a whole in the areas of 

literacy, mathematics, geography, and basic science . A 

Nation at Risk  was one of many national reports and studies 

that claimed the traditionally organized comprehens ive high 

school was no longer preparing students for the wor ld that 
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had changed around them (National Commission, 1983) . In the 

1980s, the organization, instructional practices, 

bureaucratic structures, and irrelevant curriculum in high 

schools were blamed for the United States falling b ehind 

their international counterparts (Legters, Balfanz,  & 

McPartland, 2002). The reports led to numerous high  school 

reform models. Interestingly, most of the high scho ol 

reform recommendations from the 1980s and 1990s cen tered on 

four major themes: high-standards, personalization,  

relevance, and flexibility with instructional strat egies, 

and time and resources to provide multiple opportun ities 

for success (Legters et al.).  

Several key pieces of legislation were signed into law 

during the time of the high school reform movement.  During 

the Clinton administration, Goals 2000: Educate Ame rica Act 

was passed on March 31, 1994. Goals 2000 set target s for 

American education. One of the goals was related 

specifically to high school: by the year 2000, the high 

school graduation rate will increase to at least 90 % (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1994).  For Goals 2000 to hit the 

target of increasing the nation’s graduation rate, it was 

critical that a standard graduation calculation be used 

across the United States. Public Law 107-110, bette r known 
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as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), bro ught 

national clarity to the issue of graduation rate. N CLB set 

a uniform definition called the four-year adjusted cohort 

graduation rate (U.S. Department of Education, 2008 ). All 

states were required to begin using this method of 

calculation by the 2010-2011 school year.   

The National Association of Secondary School 

Principals (NASSP) released Breaking Ranks: Changing an 

American Institution  in 1996. It was an inclusive list of 

82 recommendations for reforming American high scho ols. In 

2004, Breaking Ranks II: Strategies for Leading High Scho ol 

Reform was released by NASSP to provide high school leader s 

with strategies and practical applications for impl ementing 

the recommendations for high school reform. The str ategies 

that particularly addressed the needs of freshmen w ere 

mentioned in the section on personalizing the schoo l 

environment. The development of advisories, freshme n 

orientation, freshmen academies, and peer mentoring  were 

suggestions for creating small units in which anony mity is 

banished (NASSP, 2004). 

 In 2007, the National High School Center, a centra l 

source of information on high school improvement is sues, 

released a policy brief by Corinne Herlihy on the f ive key 
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challenges states, districts, and schools should ad dress to 

support a successful transition to high school, 

particularly for students who are at high risk of f ailure. 

The five challenges were: 1) establish a data and 

monitoring system that will both diagnose why stude nts are 

struggling and be used to hold schools and district s 

accountable; 2) address the instructional needs of students 

who enter high school unprepared for rigorous, coll ege 

preparatory work; 3) personalize the learning envir onment 

to lower the sense of anonymity and address individ ual 

needs; 4) build capacity within faculty and school 

leadership in low-performing schools to address div erse 

student needs; and 5) create connections to the com munity, 

employers, and institutions of higher education to better 

engage students and help them see the relevance of their 

coursework (Herlihy, 2007).  

The report, Solutions for Failing High Schools: 

Converging Visions and Promising Models  (Legters et al., 

2002), described the most dominate reform models to  earn 

national recognition. The five models were America’ s 

Choice, Coalition of Essential Schools, First Thing s First, 

Talent Development High Schools, and High Schools t hat 

Work. These models established conceptual framework s that 



 Freshmen Transition 26 

 

have been modeled by other high school reform effor ts and, 

therefore, are briefly described in the paragraphs to 

follow.  

In 1998, America’s Choice School Design program was  

founded by the National Center on Education and the  Economy 

(America's Choice, 2008). The National Center on Ed ucation 

and the Economy played an important role in the nat ional 

standards movement in the early 1990s. Its central goal was 

to raise all students up to the internationally ben chmarked 

standards of achievement in language arts and mathe matics 

by the time they graduate from high school (Legters  et al., 

2002). In America’s Choice high schools, the school  is 

split into two divisions.  

The lower division consists of ninth and tenth grad ers 

who are further organized into houses of 200 – 400 

students. Classroom teachers follow students throug h the 

lower division and serve as their faculty advisor. If a 

student enters high school with language arts defic its, for 

example, then a double period of English is assigne d during 

the freshmen year. The upper division of eleventh a nd 

twelfth graders is organized by common career inter ests. 

America’s Choice schools work on five general desig n tasks: 

standards and assessments, learning environments, c ommunity 
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and service supports, public engagement, and high 

performance management (Legters et al., 2002). The annual 

cost of the America’s Choice program was $65,000 fo r 

professional development, technical assistance, and  

resource materials. According to the America’s Choi ce 

website, several departments of education, such as 

Arkansas, New Mexico, and Mississippi, were using t his 

program for intense school restructuring (America's  

Choice). America’s Choice began its work with 40 sc hools in 

1998. Over the next nine years, over 1,000 schools 

nationwide including elementary, K-8, middle, and h igh 

schools had adopted the design (America's Choice).  

The Coalition of Essential Schools was founded by T ed 

Sizer to address the shortcomings in high schools 

discovered in his five-year study. The Coalition of  

Essential Schools did not outline a program for cha nge, 

instead identified ten common principles about scho ol that 

if adhered to will increase the amount and quality of 

learning (Legters et al., 2002). The ten common pri nciples 

of the Coalition of Essential Schools were stated i n 

Solutions for Failing High Schools: Converging Visi ons and 

Promising Models : 
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1.  The school should be focused on helping students le arn 

to use their minds well. 

2.  Less is more: Knowing few subjects thoroughly is mo re 

productive than learning little about many. 

3.  The goals of a school should apply to all students.  

4.  Teaching and learning should be personalized. 

5.  Students should be viewed as workers and teachers a s 

coaches. 

6.  Students should demonstrate mastery of subjects 

through public exhibitions instead of test scores. 

7.  The school’s climate should be one of trust and 

decency. 

8.  Teachers and administrators are primarily generalis ts 

and should assume responsibility for all students. 

9.  The school should attempt to meet certain 

administrative and budgetary guidelines: eighty 

students per teacher, adequate planning time for 

teachers, competitive salaries, and per pupil costs  

that are no more than ten percent greater than thos e 

of traditional schools. 

10.  Honor diversity, challenge inequity, and model 

democratic practices. (Legters et al., pp. 7-8) 
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There were three stages for schools joining the 

Coalition. The first stage was the exploring stage.  The 

entire school community explored and discussed the common 

principles. The next stage was the planning stage w here a 

vision statement and goals were established. The fi nal 

stage was full membership where schools implemented  actions 

to achieve their vision. In 2001, there were 1,084 schools 

involved in various stages of implementing the Prin ciples 

of the Coalition of Essential Schools (Legters et a l., 

2002).  

Another national school reform movement was called 

First Things First (FTF). This model was developed by the 

Institute for Reform and Research in Education (IRR E). With 

a grant from the U.S. Department of Education, the IRRE 

worked closely with large urban school districts (L egters 

et al., 2002). The pilot began in Kansas City, Kans as, in 

1998 and has expanded to public urban high schools in 

Houston, Texas, New Orleans, Louisiana, and Kansas City, 

Missouri (Connell, 2008). The reform was grounded i n 

research-based methods on how students develop and how 

schools promote students’ engagement and learning ( IRRE, 

2008). FTF districts commit to strengthening relati onships 

among students and adults; improving engagement, al ignment, 
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and rigor of teaching and learning in every classro om 

everyday; and allocating all resources (budget, sta ff, 

time, and space) to achieve the first two goals (IR RE). 

First Things First Schools achieve reform by using three 

strategies: 1) small learning communities, 2) the F amily 

Advocate System; and 3) instructional improvement ( Connell, 

2008). Building and maintaining relationships with students 

and parents was a key in FTF. Each staff member was  

assigned fifteen students. They worked with the sam e 

student and his or her family throughout high schoo l. 

Academic and behavior progress was monitored and re gular, 

productive communication with parents was establish ed. 

Improvements in instruction were made by spending m ore 

instructional time on math and literacy skills, low ering 

the student/adult ratio, and giving attention to sp ecific 

learning needs of individuals (Connell). The First Things 

First reform model helped the public high schools i n Kansas 

City, Kansas, achieve improvements from the impleme ntation 

in 1998 to 2002. The dropout rate decreased from 13 % in 

1999 to 5% in 2002. The attendance rates increased for the 

same time period and the parent conference attendan ce 

nearly tripled after beginning the Family Advocate System 

(Connell). 
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Continuing to examine nationally recognized high 

school reform initiatives, the Talent Development H igh 

School with Career Academies model must also be rev iewed. 

Of the aforementioned models, Talent Development Hi gh 

Schools required the most intensive organizational change 

for large comprehensive public high schools that ha ve 

serious problems with student attendance, disciplin e, 

achievement scores, and dropout rates. This reform was 

founded by the Center for Research on the Education  of 

Students Placed at Risk (CRESPAR) at John Hopkins 

University in response to the Maryland State Depart ment of 

Education’s need to reconstruct Patterson High Scho ol in 

Baltimore due to continued poor performance. After a year 

of planning, the Talent Development High School Mod el with 

Career Academies was implemented in 1995 at Patters on. The 

specific elements of the program included the Ninth  Grade 

Success Academy, Career Academies, a four-period da y, and 

Twilight School (U.S. Department of Education, 1998 ). 

The Ninth Grade Success Academy was a transitional 

program for students in their first year of high sc hool. 

Students were placed in small interdisciplinary tea ms of 

four or five teachers who shared the same 150 stude nts. The 

Ninth Grade Success Academy was located in its own part of 
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the building with a separate management team. Atten dance, 

discipline, and learning problems were closely moni tored 

and teacher teams worked together to find solutions  and set 

goals. Students spent time in self-awareness activi ties to 

develop career interest and goals. Prior to the pro motion 

to the next grade, students selected a Career Acade my for 

the next three years of high school. 

Career Academies were formed based on instructional  

strengths of the faculty and labor market demands. Students 

in grades ten, eleven, and twelve were sorted into smaller 

groups of 250 to 350 students of common interest. “ Each 

Career Academy offers the same common core of deman ding 

academic courses with an appropriate blend of caree r 

applications to match the particular Academy theme,  so 

college entrance as well as entry to work is possib le from 

every Career Academy” (U.S. Department of Education , 1998, 

¶ 5). 

The next aspect of a Talent Development High School  

was 90-minute class periods with four-period days. The 

ninth grade curriculum included double doses of mat hematics 

and English for students who were not performing to  grade-

level standards. Extensive staff development was im portant 
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for teachers to utilize the 90-minute period with a  variety 

of learning activities and higher-order practices. 

The final structural element of Talent Development 

High Schools was the intervention plan. A twilight school 

was used for students with excessive attendance or 

discipline problems. Instruction was offered in sma ll 

classes after regular school hours. The goal was fo r 

students to be able to return to the regular school  day 

after a four to five week period. Other interventio ns 

included summer school, Saturday school, and after- hours 

credit school that provide students with an opportu nity to 

recover from course failure (U.S. Department of Edu cation, 

1998). 

Kemple and Herlihy (2004) analyzed the impact of 

Talent Development. At the time of their report, th irty-

three high schools in twelve states had adopted thi s reform 

model. The key findings showed the reform was benef icial 

for freshmen. The percentage of ninth-graders compl eting a 

core curriculum increased from 43 percent on averag e before 

the implementation of Talent Development to 56 perc ent 

after implementation began (Kemple & Herlihy). The study by 

Kemple and Herlihy included the first three years o f Talent 

Development implementation and suggested these prel iminary 
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results should be interpreted with caution. They ar e 

planning to continue their work and track the data for five 

years. However, they believed the impact of Talent 

Development showed promise for helping freshmen. “S till, 

the initial evidence of Talent Development’s capaci ty to 

keep ninth-grade students on track for graduation i s 

encouraging” (Kemple & Herlihy, ¶ 8).  

High Schools That Work (HSTW) is another school ref orm 

model that recognized the importance of successful 

transitions. HSTW involved coordinating the transit ion from 

middle school to high school and the transition fro m high 

school to post-secondary education or career. Start ing in 

1987 under the Southern Regional Education Board, H STW, 

also known as Making Schools Work, was the nation’s  first 

large-scale effort to engage state, district, and s chool 

leaders in partnerships with teachers, students, pa rents, 

and the community to raise student achievement (Sou thern 

Regional Education Board [SREB], 2005). Legters et al. 

(2002) reported in May 2001, over 1,300 schools wer e 

members of High Schools That Work and twenty-one st ates 

were identified as member states. 

The Southern Regional Education Board described HST W 

as an effort-based school improvement initiative fo unded on 
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the conviction that most students can master rigoro us 

academic and career/technical studies if school lea ders and 

teachers create an environment that motivates stude nts to 

make the effort to succeed (SREB, 2005). The HSTW s chool 

improvement design provided a scaffold of goals, ke y 

practices, and conditions for accelerating learning , and 

higher standards. The HSTW goals for continuous imp rovement 

were specific and measurable. They included a math,  

science, and English achievement goal; a goal for t he 

number of students taking college-preparatory cours es; 

graduation rate goal for entering freshmen; a goal for 

graduates to have met high standards so remedial co urses 

were not needed after high school; and finally, a g oal to 

work closely with the middle schools to increase th e number 

of students entering high school prepared to succee d in 

college-preparatory courses (SREB, 2005).  

To achieve these goals, the HSTW key practices must  be 

followed. The keys to improving student achievement  in the 

HSTW model were setting high expectations, followin g a 

program of study, aligning academic studies, provid ing 

challenging career/technical studies in high demand  fields, 

incorporating work-based learning, providing time f or 

teachers to work together, actively engaging studen ts, 
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building relationships, providing a structured syst em of 

extra help to assist students, and creating a cultu re of 

continuous improvement (SREB, 2005).  

HSTW focused on the success of ninth grade students . 

“The greatest failure rate in high school occurs in  grade 

nine, resulting in a peak population of repeaters -  the 

ninth grade bulge. Students who fail the ninth grad e are at 

least 50 percent less likely to graduate from high school” 

(SREB, 2005, p. 7). For HSTW, building a strong bri dge from 

middle grades to high school was essential in raisi ng 

student achievement and keeping students in school.  It is 

expected in the HSTW model for district, middle sch ool, and 

high school leaders to work cooperatively to get mi ddle 

school students prepared for rigorous high school c ourses 

by establishing readiness indicators, aligning curr iculum, 

and increasing the number of students successfully 

completing Algebra I in eighth grade. The unprepare d 

students participate in catch-up strategies such as  

accelerated programs in seventh and eighth grade fo r 

students who need more time in math and language ar ts; a 

four-week summer program that consists of intensive  

reading, writing, and mathematics; and expanded tim e to 

master English and Algebra I in a two-semester prog ram. 
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High Schools That Work was described as a detailed 

reform initiative that could benefit any size schoo l in any 

part of the country. For the five high school refor m models 

mentioned in Solutions for Failing High Schools: Converging 

Visions and Promising Models , HSTW was found in more 

schools in Missouri than any other model mentioned in the 

report. 

Beyond the previously mentioned high school reform 

movement of the 1980s and 1990s, more school improv ement 

initiatives were being developed and implemented. T he 

emergence of the work of Richard Dufour at Adlai St evenson 

High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois, moved onto t he 

reform scene in the late 1990s as a systemic school  

improvement model. School personnel developed the c apacity 

to function as a professional learning community (P LC) 

(Eaker, Dufour, & Dufour R., 2002; Dufour, Eaker & Dufour 

R., 2005). A professional learning community was de fined by 

Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, and Many (2006) as: 

A Professional Learning Community (PLC) is educator s 

committed to working collaboratively in ongoing 

processes of collective inquiry and action research  to 

achieve better results for the students they serve.  

PLCs operate under the assumption that the key to 
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improved learning for students is continuous, job-

embedded learning for educators. (p. 3)  

There were three major themes that should be eviden t 

in the policies, programs, and practices of a schoo l that 

functions as a PLC: 1) a solid foundation consistin g of 

collaboratively developed and widely shared mission , 

vision, values, and goals; 2) collaborative teams t hat work 

interdependently to achieve common goals; and 3) a focus on 

results as evidenced by a commitment to continuous 

improvement (Eaker, Dufour, & Dufour, 2002). Moving  

educators from a focus on teaching to a focus on st udent 

learning is a fundamental cultural shift that must take 

place to see systemic change in student achievement . The 

first core principle of the PLC model is ensuring t hat all 

students learn. There were three critical questions  that 

drove the work of those within a professional learn ing 

community, “What do we want students to learn? How will we 

know when each student has learned it? What are we going to 

do if they do not learn it?” (Eaker et al., p. 41).  Eaker 

et al. suggested it is the response that schools de velop 

when students don’t learn that separates PLCs from 

traditional schools. The levels of interventions pr ovide 
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the additional time and support for students to rea ch 

achievement targets (Dufour et al., 2005).  

 School districts across the United States and Cana da 

have incorporated the PLC concept. Some districts a re 

working through state departments for the professio nal 

development to cultivate a PLC culture, and others are 

moving forward on their own with supporting materia ls and 

conferences available from Solution Tree. Regardles s of the 

method, PLC is the dominate school improvement init iative 

being used by schools at the time of this literatur e 

review. The state of Missouri has recognized the 

effectiveness of Professional Learning Communities and has 

incorporated the PLC conceptual framework into a st ate 

school improvement model.  

 The Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondar y 

Education developed the Missouri Integrated Model ( MIM) in 

an effort to assist the number of school districts not 

meeting the federal proficiency targets or Adequate  Yearly 

Progress (AYP) in the areas of communication arts, 

mathematics, and science. The proficiency targets f or 

student achievement are based on the requirements o f Public 

Law 107-110, better known as No Child Left Behind, enacted 

January 8, 2002. Under this law, schools receiving federal 
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funds to assist students from low-income families ( Title I 

Schools) that do not meet AYP goals for two or more  years 

face levels of sanctions. According to a news relea se from 

the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary  

Education (MDESE), there were 55.2 percent of the T itle I 

schools in the state that did not meet AYP goals fo r 2008 

(MDESE, 2008a). Through the support of a grant fund ed by 

the U.S. Department of Education, Missouri develope d an 

improvement model that integrates three of the best  

practices being used in the state (Jenson, 2008). T he 

Missouri Integrated Model combined the concepts of 

Professional Learning Communities, Positive Behavio r 

Support, and Response-to-Intervention to improve 

collaboration within school teams, improve student 

achievement, increase inclusion time for students w ith 

disabilities, and improve transition planning (Jens on). 

Fourteen public schools served as pilot schools for  the 

Missouri Integrated Model in the 2008-2009 school y ear 

(Jenson). Upon the lessons learned from the impleme ntation 

in the pilot schools, Missouri will be able to supp ort 

districts in their improvement efforts. 

From A Nation at Risk  in 1983 to the No Child Left 

Behind legislation of 2002, schools across the coun try are 
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in a state of continuous improvement. The initiativ es and 

models may vary, but the foundations were quite sim ilar – 

collaboration among teachers, small communities of 

learners, the use of research-based strategies, and  the 

monitoring of results. For high school reform, ever y model 

emphasized the importance of the freshmen year and the need 

for a smooth transition. The next section will focu s on the 

specific practices that schools are implementing to  assist 

in the transition to high school. 

Freshmen Transition Practices 

The move to high school is the most challenging 

transition a student will make in their educational  

journey. The physical, social, and emotional aspect s of the 

transition create a great deal of anxiety and frust ration 

(Potter et al., 2001). Many schools are making effo rts to 

eliminate some of the fear and impersonal nature of  high 

school by implementing programs specifically design ed for 

the success of ninth graders.  

To create an effective program, high schools must k now 

the concerns entering freshmen have about the trans ition 

and high school itself. Jordan (2001) analyzed surv ey data 

from 20 high schools (13,616 students) in five diff erent 

states across the country. Students answered questi ons 
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about their early high school experiences and outlo ok on 

their educational future. The student data indicate d that 

while family background, socioeconomic status, race , and 

gender played an important role in students’ educat ional 

success, students’ experiences, such as school-base d 

support and teacher teaming, and behaviors, such as  

attending school regularly and study habits in nint h grade, 

had significantly positive correlations with studen t 

outcomes (Jordan).  

Cushman (2006) interviewed students from Indianapol is, 

Indiana, just a few weeks after beginning ninth gra de at 

two large comprehensive high schools. The interview s 

offered insight into what students worry about when  

entering high school. According to Cushman’s interv iews, 

the worries fell into three categories: 1) high sch ool will 

be huge and confusing; 2) the work will be harder, and 

there will be more of it; and 3) older students wil l haze 

and bully the new students. The students that were 

interviewed offered suggestions on what would help them 

make a successful transition. The students brought up four 

ideas: 1) create regular contact with older high sc hool 

students; 2) provide support in developing skills a nd 

strategies for high school success; 3) provide assi stance 
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in making strong and mutually respectful connection s with 

adults; and 4) provide bridge experiences in the su mmer 

after eighth grade (Cushman).  

Hertzog and Morgan (1999) also suggested student 

responses be used to develop programs that give stu dents 

positive, non-threatening activities to deal with t hese 

concerns. They developed an open-ended instrument b ased on 

the questions pertaining to the transition from mid dle 

school to high school. The instrument was administe red to 

eighth grade and ninth grade students in four schoo ls in 

Georgia. In the first question, students were asked  what 

they were looking forward to in high school. The se cond 

question asked what they were not looking forward t o in 

high school. Ten categories were developed from stu dents’ 

responses.  

Freedom and friends were the top two responses for 

eighth grade and ninth grade students on what they are 

looking forward to most about high school (Morgan &  

Hertzog, 2001). The most frequent responses for wha t they 

are not looking forward to about high school were a lso the 

same for eighth and ninth grade students. The conce rn about 

more challenging work and the threat of being bulli ed 

topped both lists (Morgan & Hertzog). To address th ese 
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concerns, school districts implemented a variety of  

freshmen transition programs. Although the approach  may be 

different, the goals of each program for entering n inth 

grade students were generally the same: increase ac ademic 

achievement, reduce the number of disciplinary acti ons, 

decrease school absences, and increase involvement in 

school-related co-curricular activities (Monahan, 1 992; 

Sheets, Izard-Baldwin, & Atterberry, 1997; Black, 2 004). 

The transitional practices used by American high 

schools range in time and intensity. Common freshme n 

transition practices include an orientation meeting , a one-

day transition program, summer school designed to a ssist 

incoming freshmen, a required freshmen transition c ourse, 

and freshmen academies (isolating ninth graders in their 

own wing or separate building). The traditional fre shmen 

orientation is generally structured as an informati onal 

meeting followed by a building tour. The informatio n given 

is valuable, but the structure is usually designed for one-

way communication. It is difficult to address the f ears and 

concerns of students and parents with this method. 

With the need for a freshmen transition program wel l 

established, schools use many avenues to develop a practice 

that will benefit their students. Some programs are  locally 
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generated, modeled from other districts, or even pu rchased. 

The Boomerang Project in Santa Cruz, California, de veloped 

a freshmen transition program over ten years ago ca lled 

Link Crew . According to the Link Crew brochure, the program 

helps create an environment where freshmen learn th at 

people at school care about them and their future b y 

removing the culture of negativity toward freshmen and 

replacing it with support, connection, and a sense of 

comfort and belonging (Boomerang Project, 2008). Li nk Crew 

begins with a spirited and interactive freshmen ori entation 

before the first day of school. Trained upper class men, 

called Link Leaders, lead a group of ten freshmen t hrough a 

series of activities designed to help them learn ab out each 

other and important campus information (Boomerang P roject). 

Throughout the year, there are social and academic follow 

up sessions planned for freshmen. Link Crew was dev eloped 

in California, but has spread across the United Sta tes and 

Canada as a viable option for a freshmen transition  

intervention. The Link Crew program and the middle school 

transition counterpart, called WEB, were used in ov er 2,100 

schools during 2008-2009 (Boomerang Project, 2009).  Schools 

that elect to purchase this freshmen transition pro gram 

should be prepared to pay for training and associat ed 
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materials. To become a Link Crew school, the cost i s $2195 

per person (Boomerang Project, 2008). 

For Freshmen Only  was a full-day transitional program 

which Haviland (2005) described as an effective way  for 

assisting students to make a successful transition.  During 

a one-day summer transition program, upper-class vo lunteers 

led school tours, study skills workshops, and answe red 

questions from the entering freshmen (Haviland). By  the end 

of the day, participating students could navigate t he 

building, understand course and instructor expectat ions, 

and met some juniors and seniors that would be frie ndly 

faces on the first day of school. Haviland suggeste d the 

program offered valuable insight into how to naviga te the 

building and how to accommodate the academic demand s 

presented in high school.  

Summer school can be a good way for entering ninth 

graders to become familiar with the building and on e or two 

teachers. The two or four week summer sessions can provide 

some academic support for students considered at ri sk of 

not meeting expectations after the eighth grade. Su mmer 

school programs are traditionally focused strictly on the 

academic needs of students (Black, 2004). The resea rch 

indicates the transitional needs of freshmen are mu ch more 
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complex. “Many high schools try to pave the way for  ninth 

graders, but one-shot orientation programs or remed ial 

summer school sessions do little to solve ninth gra de’s 

deeply rooted problems” (Black, p. 44). The more pr omising 

methods involve whole school reform which provides 

continuous support for freshmen through transition 

coursework or a school of their own. 

The need for freshmen transition support has been 

around for quite some time. However, the ideas of a  year-

long intervention or separate ninth grade school ar e 

relatively new. The Freshmen Transition Initiative,  a 

project of the School Counseling Program at George 

Washington University, developed course standards f or 

freshmen transition classes that meet the personal,  social, 

educational, and career and life-skills goals of st udents 

(Dedmond, 2006). The standards provide schools a cl ear 

vision of what a freshmen transition class or a fre shmen 

academy should address. The initiative was based on  the 

development of a 10-year plan that takes students f rom high 

school through postsecondary education or training,  and 

into the workforce. The plan can help students unde rstand 

what it takes to become financially responsible adu lts 

(Dedmond, 2006). Dedmond suggested five requirement s for a 
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successful freshmen transition course and initiativ e: a 

ten-year educational and career plan, a curriculum that 

meets the standards, well-qualified teachers, a sch ool wide 

implementation initiative, and leadership continuit y over 

the first four years (Dedmond, 2005). 

A high school in Seattle, Washington, discovered th e 

benefit of a required one-semester transitional cou rse for 

all incoming ninth grade students. The Bridge Progr am was 

developed by a team of classroom teachers, counselo rs, 

librarian, activity director, nurse, intervention 

specialist, and administrator (Sheets et al., 1997) . The 

curriculum for the Bridge Program included self-con cept 

awareness, social survival, chemical dependency, 

multicultural awareness, study skills/work habits, business 

education, health/family life, goal setting/career 

planning, library skills, technology education, and  school 

activities (Sheets et al.).  

The Bridge Program involved 15 certified positions and 

all classes were scheduled during the first period of the 

day so whole-group activities could also be include d. The 

whole-group activities scheduled strictly for the f reshmen 

included an orientation meeting, pep assembly, club  and 

team activity fair, career festival, and recognitio n 
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celebration. Through program evaluations, students reported 

the highlights of the Bridge Program were the whole -group 

events (Sheets et al., 1997).  

The last freshmen transition intervention in this 

section is the practice of isolating the ninth grad e 

students from the rest of the high school students by 

creating career development academies, houses, or s chool-

within-a-school environments. There are also an inc reasing 

number of school districts that have opened one-gra de 

attendance centers strictly for the ninth grade pop ulation. 

Black (2004) reported that in the year 2000, there were 128 

separate ninth grade schools with more in the plann ing 

stages. Many large high schools have found that thr ough 

individualization and learning teams the failure an d 

dropout rates are reduced (Reents, 2002). 

In “Delivering the Promise to 9 th  Graders, ” Walsh 

(2002) explained how Alexandria, Virginia, created a 

separate school for ninth graders to solve the prob lem of 

an enrollment surge and tight budgets. The positive  results 

from isolating the ninth graders in their own schoo l were a 

welcome surprise. The guiding principles and commit ments to 

effective education were keys to the improvement. T he 

school assigned students to teams of 140 students, with a 
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common core of teachers, no class exceeds 24 studen ts, and 

each teacher served as an academic adviser to 13 to  15 

students on a team (Walsh). The staff focused exclu sively 

on the task of educating the city’s fourteen- and f ifteen-

year-old students. 

As mentioned previously, the Talent Development Hig h 

School reform model was designed to transform the s tructure 

of large high schools. The Talent Development strat egy for 

addressing ninth grade issues is through the Ninth Grade 

Success Academy. This small learning community has five 

main features: 1) a separate physical setting in wh ich the 

needs of the incoming freshmen can be met in a dist raction-

free, concentrated way; 2) a team-teaching structur e 

designed to divide the class into smaller groups to  provide 

effective assistance to specific students; 3) incen tives 

for students to attend school regularly and achieve  

academically; 4) a curricular regimen built upon bl ock 

scheduling; and 5) the Twilight Academy, a speciali zed 

program for ninth graders who failed or experienced  

difficulty in the normal school setting (National H igh 

School Center, 2007). 

Morgan and Hertzog have done extensive work in 

effective freshmen transition programs. They recomm end 
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dividing the high school into clusters, houses, or 

academies that are interdisciplinary and provide ni nth 

grade students with teachers who teach only ninth g rade 

(Morgan & Hertzog, 2001). Isolating freshmen has pr oven to 

be a beneficial strategy for aiding students in the  

transition to high school. However, the most effect ive 

intervention is one that is multi-dimensional (Dedm ond, 

2006). In 1996, Hertzog and Morgan surveyed the fre shmen 

transition practices that were in place in middle s chools 

and high schools in Georgia and Florida. They found  those 

schools that utilized two or fewer transition pract ices had 

significantly higher ninth grade attrition rates an d high 

school dropout rates than those schools that had 

implemented three or more transition practices (Her tzog & 

Morgan, 1999).  

Summary 

The transition to high school is a pivotal time in the 

educational life of America’s students. Since the t ime of A 

Nation At Risk , schools in the United States have been 

searching for ways to keep pace with their internat ional 

counterparts. In the last 30 years, the rate of nin th 

graders who do not return for their tenth grade yea r has 

tripled (Haney et al., 2005). High school reform 
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initiatives recognize the need for personalizing th e 

learning environment in small learning communities,  

improving instruction and assessment, and closely 

monitoring student progress. Strategies for assisti ng 

freshmen in making a successful transition to high school 

should be a top priority for schools. The transitio n 

strategies need to be multidimensional and address the 

physical, social, and emotional needs of the enteri ng 

adolescents (Dedmond, 2006; Potter et al., 2001). T he 

continuous support of students and parents during t he 

transition time may help overall student achievemen t. The 

literature suggested that a focus on entering fresh men can 

result in decreasing discipline referrals, increasi ng 

attendance rates, and ultimately impacting graduati on rates 

of America’s high schools.  

The next chapter outlined the method that was used to 

investigate the freshmen transition practices imple mented 

in Missouri.    
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Chapter THREE - METHOD 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

practices, programs, or interventions used in Misso uri to 

assist freshmen in the transition to high school. C hapter 

Two contained the relevant literature supporting ho w 

critical the transition to high school is for stude nts to 

persist to graduation. If the transition to high sc hool is 

not successful, students can become academically 

discouraged, socially disconnected, and may not mak e it to 

graduation day.  

The methods used to collect, sort, and analyze the 

data of the freshmen transition practices being use d in 

Missouri and their perceived effectiveness are desc ribed in 

this chapter. Included in Chapter Three were the su bject 

selection, sampling procedure, research design, res earch 

procedure, hypotheses, and statistical treatment of  the 

data.   

Subjects 

To acquire information about current freshmen 

transition practices used in Missouri schools, high  school 

principals were the subjects for the study. The hig h school 

principal is the instructional leader for the build ing and 

is ultimately accountable for its success.  
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In the state of Missouri, the Department of Element ary 

and Secondary Education is responsible for reviewin g and 

accrediting the 524 public school districts. Accord ing to 

the Accreditation Standards for Public School Districts  in 

Missouri , fourteen standards are used to evaluate the 

performance and improvement of a school district in  the 

areas of academic achievement, scholastic preparedn ess, 

career preparation, and educational persistence (MD ESE, 

2004). The outcomes are released each year in the A nnual 

Performance Report (APR). With high schools bearing  a 

majority of the accreditation standards, principals  have a 

vested interest in the successful transition of nin th grade 

students. 

Sampling Procedure 

All high school principals in Missouri were include d 

in the testing sample. Contact information for each  

principal was obtained from the Missouri Associatio n of 

Secondary School Principals (MASSP). The database i ncluded 

public and non-public high schools in Missouri.     

Research Design  

To obtain the necessary data for this descriptive 

study, the researcher designed an instrument (Appen dix B) 

using an online survey tool called SurveyMonkey.com . This 

web-based tool has been available since 1999 and ha s been 
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proven to be a reliable source for collecting and s orting 

data (SurveyMonkey.com, 2008). The survey was divid ed into 

three sections: school demographics, programs and 

interventions, and study participation information.  The 

instrument contained a total of sixteen questions.  

In the first section, respondents were asked to sel f-

report the student enrollment of the building where  the 

ninth grade was located in their district, the grad e 

configuration of the high school, the number of att endance 

centers that send students to the high school, and the 

improvement models currently being implemented. The  last 

survey question in section one asked the participan ts if 

their high school currently had a freshmen transiti on 

practice, program, or intervention in place. If the  

respondents indicated the presence of a freshmen tr ansition 

practice, program, or intervention, the survey proc eeded to 

the second section of the instrument. If participan ts 

indicated their high school did not have a freshmen  

transition practice, program, or intervention in pl ace, the 

online instrument allowed participants to bypass se ction 

two and advance directly to the final portion of th e 

survey.  

Section two inquired about the structure of the 

current freshmen transition practices, the number o f years 
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the current program had been in place, the importan t topics 

covered, levels of participation from students and parents, 

and the perceived effectiveness of the current prac tice for 

assisting freshmen transition to high school. Respo ndents 

were also given the opportunity to provide a narrat ive 

describing their current practice. The final sectio n of the 

survey concluded with respondents having the option  to 

self-report the name and location of their high sch ool.  

Research Procedure 

There were five major procedural steps followed dur ing 

this study. The first step was to generate an instr ument to 

gather information from high school principals abou t the 

current practices to assist students making the tra nsition 

to the ninth grade. Once the freshmen transition st udy 

survey (Appendix B) was created, the next step was to 

encourage participation. 

Two methods of recruitment were used during this 

study. A large percentage of Missouri high school 

principals are members of the professional organiza tion, 

Missouri Association of Secondary School Principals  

(MASSP). With approval from the executive director of 

MASSP, Dr. Jim King, the researcher was able to pro mote the 

study at the MASSP Fall Conference on October 6, 20 08, in 

Columbia, Missouri. MASSP district presidents were asked to 
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announce the forthcoming survey during their region al 

breakout sessions.  

The third step was to make the survey available. Af ter 

the promotion of the study at the MASSP Fall Confer ence, 

the researcher sent a letter (Appendix A) via email  to 572 

principals. The letter explained the study and incl uded a 

hyperlink to the online survey for easy accessibili ty for 

principals who chose to participate. The survey was  

available for thirty-six days (October 6, 2008, to November 

10, 2008) for participants to complete. 

The fourth procedural measure was to sort and analy ze 

the completed surveys. The online survey tool allow ed the 

researcher to review all the responses to the surve y and to 

generate special reports based on specified criteri a. The 

results from the survey were exported into the Micr osoft 

Excel 2003 spreadsheet program so the researcher wa s able 

to store, organize, and sort the data. 

Finally, the attendance rates and graduation rates for 

each participating public school were found on the Missouri 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education we bsite 

(MDESE, 2008b). This information was important for testing 

the null hypotheses. 
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Hypotheses 

For the purposes of this study, three null hypothes es 

were tested. 

Null Hypothesis #1 

The student enrollment of a high school will have n o 

correlation to the number of freshmen transition pr actices 

being implemented. 

Null Hypothesis #2  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the attendance rate. 

Null Hypothesis #3  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the graduation rate. 

Statistical Treatment of Data 

Descriptive statistics were used in this study to 

present quantitative data on the current freshmen 

transition practices being implemented in Missouri high 

schools. This single variable analysis involved the  

distribution and the central tendency of responses from the 

freshmen transition study survey. The Pearson produ ct 

moment correlation coefficient, commonly known as P earson 

r, was calculated using Microsoft Excel 2003 to det ermine 
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if a meaningful relationship was present for the nu ll 

hypotheses of the study. According to Cohen’s Guide lines 

for Small, Medium, and Large Correlation Coefficien ts (as 

cited in Runyon, Coleman, & Pittenger, 2000), a coe fficient 

(r) between 0.5 and 1.0 is considered a large corre lation. 

To confirm the statistical significance of the null  

hypotheses, the coefficient of determination (r 2) and 

coefficient of nondetermination (1 – r 2) were calculated. 

The coefficient of determination is the percentage of 

variance in one variable that can be described or e xplained 

by the other variable (Runyon, Coleman, & Pittenger ).  

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

practices, programs, or interventions used in Misso uri to 

assist freshmen in the transition to high school. A ll 

Missouri public and non-public high school principa ls were 

given the opportunity to complete an online survey.  The 

instrument inquired about the current freshmen tran sition 

practices used in schools and the perceived effecti veness. 

Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the 

results. The Pearson product moment correlation coe fficient 

was used to test the three null hypotheses of the s tudy.  

In the next chapter, the results and analysis of th e 

data were presented. 
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Chapter FOUR – RESULTS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

practices, programs, or interventions used in Misso uri to 

assist freshmen in the transition to high school. C ontained 

in Chapter Four are the results from the freshmen 

transition survey, analysis of the data, and deduct ive 

conclusions. 

Results  

Of the 572 invitations to participate in the freshm en 

transition study, there were 183 (32%) respondents.  The 

online instrument was completed primarily by buildi ng 

principals (89.1%). There were seven assistant prin cipals, 

five counselors, and five teachers that also took t he 

responsibility to respond for their school. From th e 183 

respondents, 122 (66.7%) reported their ninth grade  

students were located in a building that houses gra des nine 

through twelve. There were 28 (15.3%) schools that 

contained grades seven through twelve and 22 (12.0% ) 

schools that were in a kindergarten through twelfth  grade 

configuration. Seven respondents were from ninth-gr ade 

centers and four were from alternative schools. Sin ce the 

distribution list was obtained from MASSP, all prin cipals 
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in the state are included, both public and non-publ ic. In 

this study, fourteen of the respondent schools were  non-

public.  

A majority (62.3%) of the respondents stated there was 

only one attendance center that sent students to th eir high 

school. The remaining schools reported two or more 

attendance centers send to one high school. 

The MSHSAA basketball classification system was use d 

to establish student enrollment categories. The 

participants were sorted into five categories of sc hool 

size. The distribution is shown in Figure 1. High s chools 

with a population of 246 to 577 students had the hi ghest 

representation (24.6%), while high schools with 130  or less 

students had the fewest responses (15.8%). 

With the pressures that schools face to improve 

student achievement, there were 91% of respondents that 

indicated an improvement model was being implemente d within 

their school. The professional learning communities  (PLC) 

concept was the most widely selected by schools. Cl ose to 

three fourths of the participants (73.7%) indicated  the use 

of professional learning communities as a means to reach 

their improvement goals. Response to intervention a nd 



 Freshmen Transition 62 

 

positive behavior support followed with 34.1% and 1 8.6% 

respectively.  
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Figure 1.  Distribution of Participants. 

Although 91% of the high schools specified the use of 

an improvement model to increase student achievemen t, only 

60.1% currently had a freshmen transition practice,  

program, or intervention in place. As shown in Tabl e 1, the 

smaller schools had a lower percentage of responses  

indicating the existence of a freshmen transition p ractice, 

program, or intervention. Of the 73 schools without  a 
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freshmen transition program, a majority (68.5%) had  

enrollments of 245 students or less.  

 

Table 1  

Existence of a Freshmen Transition Practice  

     YES (110)     NO (73)              

 Enrollment N % N %          

   

  130 or Less 3 2.7 26 35.6 

  131 – 245 10 9.1 24 32.9 

  246 – 577 29 26.4 16 21.9 

  578 – 1202 35 31.8 4 5.5 

  1203 or More 33 30.0 3 4.1 

 

 

In Table 2, schools with a freshmen transition 

practice were compared to the total number of respo ndents 

in each enrollment classification. It was evident t hat as 

the size of the school increased, the percentage of  

respondents with freshmen transition practices also  

increased. The percentage of increase varied betwee n each 

enrollment category.  
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Table 2  

Freshmen Transition Practice by School Size  

 Schools Percentage              

 Enrollment N  w/ FTP w/ FTP  

   

  130 or Less 29         3  10.3   

  131 – 245 34 10 29.4 

  246 – 577 45 29 64.4 

  578 – 1202 39 35 89.7 

  1203 or More 36 33 91.7 

 

  

 As illustrated in Figure 2, the largest increase o f 

schools with a freshmen transition practice occurre d once 

student enrollment increased to the 246 to 577 cate gory. 
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Figure 2.  High Schools with Freshmen Transition Practices 

by Enrollment. 

 

The survey instrument was designed so participants 

without a transition program were considered finish ed after 

a NO response was given on question number six (App endix 

B). Only the respondents who indicated a current fr eshmen 

transition practice, program, or intervention was i n place 

were asked to continue the survey. The remaining ei ght 
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questions inquired about the current transition pra ctice 

used in the high school. The researcher wanted to 

specifically know how long their current practice h ad been 

in place, how the current practice was developed, t he 

structure for the practice, the topics that were co vered 

with freshmen, and the involvement of students and parents.  

 The inception period for a freshmen transition pro gram 

in Missouri was relatively short (see Table 3). The  survey 

had four duration categories: two years or less, th ree to 

five years, six to eight years, and nine or more ye ars.  

Table 3  

Freshmen Transition Practice Duration  

     Implementation  Percentage              

       Years   w/ FTP  

   

  2 or Less   32.4    

  3 - 5   45.7 

  6 - 8   12.4 

  9 or More   9.5 
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The largest percentage (45.7%) of schools reported their 

current practice had been in place between three an d five 

years. When the two shortest duration categories we re 

combined, the percentage of schools with a current freshmen 

transition practice in place for five years or less  was 

78.1%. 

Participants were asked how their current practice was 

developed. Of the practices, programs, or intervent ions 

that were currently being implemented in Missouri h igh 

schools, a majority (66.3%) of the respondents indi cated 

the practice was generated locally. While 25% of th e 

respondents claimed to have modeled their current p ractice 

after another district. Only 3.8% of respondents sp ecified 

a program was purchased to assist freshmen making t he 

transition to high school. Link Crew was the only p urchased 

program designated by respondents. 

The format of the current freshmen transition 

practice, program, or intervention used in Missouri  high 

schools was collected from question eight on the su rvey. 

From reviewing literature, a list of the six most c ommon 

transition structures was available on the instrume nt: an 

evening orientation, half-day session, one or two d ay boot 

camp, summer school program, freshmen advisory, or freshmen 

transition course. Respondents were asked to mark a ll that 
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applied to the current practices in their school. F reshmen 

advisory and an evening orientation were the most p opular 

formats currently in place (see Table 4). A majorit y of the 

participating schools (62.8%) used more than one fo rmat for 

assisting freshmen in making a smooth transition to  high 

school. 

Table 4  

Format of the Freshmen Transition Practice  

   

  Number of               

  Type of Practice   Schools Percentage  

   

  Freshmen Advisory  59 56.2 

  Evening Orientation  52 49.5    

  Half-Day Session  37 35.2 

  1 – 2 Day Boot Camps 23 21.9 

  Freshmen Course  23 21.9 

  Summer School Program 22 21.0 

 

 

 Regardless of the format that schools were using f or a 

transition intervention, there were some commonalit ies in 

the topics and information being disseminated to fr eshmen. 



 Freshmen Transition 69 

 

Participants were provided with a list of 12 possib le 

topics that would be valuable in a freshmen transit ion 

program. Respondents were asked to select all topic s that 

were covered in their current practice. In Table 5,  the 

topics are ranked according to the percentage of se lection.  

Table 5  

Freshmen Transition Content 

  

 Topic             Rank    Percentage  

   

  Rules / Regulations  1 89.5   

  Requirements for Graduation 2 85.7 

  Study Skills / Habits 3 81.9 

  Goal Setting  4 77.1 

  Extracurricular Activities 5 76.2 

  Social / Emotional Support 6 74.3 

  Grade Monitoring  7 73.3 

  Time Management  8 68.6 

  Parent Involvement  9 57.1 

  Leadership Skills  10 56.2 

  Career Exploration  11 48.6 

  Conflict Resolution  12 38.1 
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It was evident that a majority of respondents belie ved an 

essential component to helping students make the tr ansition 

to ninth grade was a clear understanding of the rul es and 

regulations of high school and the required element s for 

high school graduation.  

Another important aspect of a transition program is  

the level of participation. The survey asked partic ipants 

to indicate the expectation for student involvement  in the 

current freshmen transition practice. The survey co ntained 

three levels of participation: student choice (all students 

are invited to participate), targeted population (s elected 

groups of students are strongly encouraged to parti cipate), 

and required participation (all students must parti cipate). 

As shown in Table 6, over half of the schools (55.2 %) 

required all students to participate in the freshme n 

transition practice, program, or intervention. Resp ondents 

were also asked about the expected level of parent 

participation. The review of related literature ind icated 

parental support was important as students made the  

transition to high school. Similar categories were used for 

parent involvement: parent choice, targeted populat ion, and 

required participation.  
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Table 6  

Student Participation in Freshmen Transition Practi ces  

   

  Level of Participation  N Percentage  

   

  Student Choice  39 37.1    

  Targeted Population  8 7.6 

  Required Participation 58 55.2 

 

 

From Table 7, there were 86 schools that indicated all 

parents were invited to be involved in the transiti on 

program with their student. Only 10 schools require d 

parents to be participants in the transition practi ce. 

Table 7  

Parent Participation in Freshmen Transition Practic es  

   

  Level of Participation         N Percentage  

   

  Parent Choice  86 83.5    

  Targeted Population  7 6.8 

  Required Participation 10 9.7 
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 Respondents were asked many factual questions abou t 

their current freshmen transition practice. However , one 

question solicited the respondents’ perception. The  final 

element was the perception of effectiveness. Partic ipants 

were asked to categorize their personal perception of how 

well the current practice was meeting the need of a ssisting 

ninth grade students make the transition to high sc hool. 

There were 101 respondents who answered the questio n on the 

perception of effectiveness. Nearly 70% of the resp ondents 

perceived the current transition practice as modera tely to 

extremely successful in meeting the transitional ne eds of 

their freshmen (see Table 8). 

Table 8  

Perceptions of Effectiveness  

                

  Level of Effectiveness N Percentage  

   

  Extremely Successful 18 17.8    

  Moderately Successful 52 51.5 

  Meeting the Need  14 13.9 

  Could Be Improved  15 14.9 

  Looking for a New Approach 2 2.0  
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Analysis of Data 

The results from the freshmen transition survey 

provided the researcher with an insightful overview  of the 

practices, programs, and interventions being used i n 

Missouri to assist freshmen in making the transitio n to 

high school. There were 183 individuals who respond ed to 

the online survey. From those responses, 170 partic ipants 

voluntarily included their school name on the surve y. The 

identification allowed the researcher to mark the l ocations 

of the high schools on a map to analyze the geograp hical 

distribution of respondents. Each region of the sta te was 

represented in the sample. The greatest concentrati on of 

responses was from the St. Louis and Kansas City me tro 

areas, followed by participation from southwest Mis souri. A 

sparse response came from southeast Missouri. With the 

school names, the researcher was also able to find the 

attendance rate and graduation rate for each of the  

identified schools from the Missouri Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education website. The att endance 

rates and graduation rates for the 2007-2008 school  year 

were used for this analysis.   

Of the 183 participating schools, 60.1% currently h ave 

a freshmen transition practice, program, or interve ntion in 

place. Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of schoo ls with 
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a freshmen transition practice by student enrollmen t. As 

the student enrollment increased, the percentage of  schools 

with a freshmen practice, program, or intervention also 

increased. Of the 36 schools with a student populat ion of 

1203 or more, 91.7%, or 33 schools, had a freshmen 

transition practice, program, or intervention. The next 

enrollment category of between 587 to 1202 students  had 39 

respondents with 35 (89.7%) who indicated the exist ence of 

a freshmen practice, program, or intervention. Only  13 

(11.7%) schools with student enrollment of 245 or l ess 

indicated the use of a freshmen transition practice , 

program, or intervention.  

To further examine the characteristics of schools w ith 

and without a freshmen transition practice, program , or 

intervention, notable differences were identified i n the 

school improvement models used in these high school s. In 

the aforementioned summary of the school improvemen t 

models, 91% of all the participating schools indica ted the 

use of at least one school improvement model with 7 3.7% 

selecting the professional learning communities mod el. When 

the responses from the school improvement question were 

separated by schools with and without a freshmen tr ansition 

practice, the model of professional learning commun ities 

was found to be valued more by schools with a curre nt 
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freshmen transition practice in place. As shown in Table 9, 

82.7% of the schools with a freshmen transition pra ctice 

have implemented the model of professional learning  

communities. Conversely, 58.7% of the schools witho ut a 

freshmen transition practice have implemented the s ame 

improvement strategy. The discrepancies between the  other 

improvement models were not as significant in schoo ls with 

a freshmen transition practice as compared to those  without 

a current freshmen transition practice. 

Table 9  

Improvement Models Implemented in High School  

  

 Freshmen Transition Practice  

 School Improvement Model YES NO   

   

 Professional Learning  

    Communities  82.7% 58.7%   

 Positive Behavior Support 19.2% 17.5% 

 Response to Intervention 37.5% 28.6% 

 High Schools That Work  18.3% 14.3% 

 Other  9.6% 14.3% 
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According to Dedmond (2006), successful transition 

programs are multi-dimensional. Of the 110 responde nts that 

reported having a current freshmen transition pract ice, 

program, or intervention, 105 answered the eighth q uestion 

(Appendix B) on the survey instrument on the format  or 

structure of the current practice. Shown in Figure 3, there 

were 67 schools (63.8%) represented in this study t hat 

indicated two or more formats or structures were us ed as 

part of their current freshmen transition practice.   
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Figure 3.  Dimensions of the Freshmen Transition Practice. 
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Hertzog and Morgan (1999) found those schools that 

utilized two or fewer transition practices had 

significantly higher ninth grade attrition rates an d high 

school dropout rates than schools that had implemen ted 

three or more transition practices. From Figure 4, the 

majority (69.5%) of Missouri schools fall within th e one or 

two freshmen transition practice category. There wa s a 

steep decline in the number of high schools that us ed four 

or more practices to aid freshmen in the transition . 
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Figure 4.  Freshmen Transition Practices Implemented in High 

Schools. 
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In this study, the number of freshmen transition 

practices implemented by each school and the transi tion 

format were recorded. There was an average of 2.06 

practices being implemented by participating Missou ri high 

schools to aid freshmen transition. As shown in Fig ure 4, 

only 32 of the 105 respondent schools had three or more 

dimensions to their transition practice as suggeste d by 

Hertzog and Morgan (1999).  

Further analysis was completed on the schools who 

reported having only one freshmen transition practi ce in 

place. The breakdown of the format used by schools with a 

single-dimension approach to freshmen transition ca n be 

found in Table 10. The perceptions of effectiveness  for the 

single-practice schools and multiple-practice schoo ls were 

reviewed. The effectiveness responses were converte d to a 

score for analysis purposes. The effectiveness cate gories 

of extremely successful, moderately successful, mee ting the 

need, could be improved, and looking for a new appr oach 

were assigned a point value of 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1 

respectively.  

The approach perceived as most effective from schoo ls 

implementing only one transition practice was the f reshmen 

transition course (see Table 10). Conversely, an ev ening 

orientation to support the transition of ninth grad ers as a  
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Table 10  

Perceived Effectiveness of a Single Format Approach  

  Number of    Effectiveness              

  Type of Practice  Schools  Score  

   

  Freshmen Course  6 4.17   

  Summer School Program 5 4.00 

  Freshmen Advisory  9 3.89 

  1 – 2 Day Boot Camps 5 3.75 

  Half-Day Session  7 3.57 

  Evening Orientation  6 2.67  

Note. The effectiveness score was calculated by averaging  the 

respondents’ perceptions of the current freshmen tr ansition practice. 

Extremely successful = 5, moderately successful = 4 , meeting the need = 

3, could be improved = 2, looking for a new approac h = 1. 

  

  

sole practice was perceived to be unsuccessful. Onl y the 

categories of meeting the need  and could be improved  were 

chosen by the group using this practice. Recall in Table 4, 

close to half (49.5%) of the respondents use an eve ning 

orientation as part of their transition practice. I t should 
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be noted that 88.5% of those schools use the evenin g 

orientation in conjunction with other transition fo rmats.  

 The perception of effectiveness for the high schoo ls 

that reported a multiple-dimensional approach to fr eshmen 

transition was also reviewed. Since multiple format s were 

selected on the instrument, it was not possible to isolate 

the perceptions on each individual practice. Howeve r, the 

overall effectiveness of the multiple practices was  

perceived with success. The categories of extremely 

successful  and moderately successful  were selected by 

73.44% of the schools with more than one freshmen 

transition practice currently in place. There were 17.19% 

of the respondents who believed the current practic es could 

be improved or a new approach should be explored. 

The success of a freshmen transition practice is 

difficult to measure on its own merit. However, att endance 

rate and graduation rate could be considered indica tors of 

an effective system. For this study, the researcher  

obtained the 2008 attendance rate and graduation ra te on 

all respondents who voluntarily identified their sc hools on 

the final section of the survey. The attendance and  

graduation information from the 2007-2008 school ye ar was 

acquired from the website of the Missouri Departmen t of 

Elementary and Secondary Education. Non-public scho ols are 
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not required to annually report attendance and grad uation 

information to MDESE, therefore their rates were no t 

accessible to the researcher. Once the non-public s chools 

and the participants who chose not to be identified  were 

removed, the attendance rate and graduation rate we re found 

for the 128 remaining high schools.   

The average attendance rate was calculated for each  

student enrollment category (see Table 11). As show n in 

Table 11, when the student enrollment increased, th e 

average attendance rate for each category decreased .  

Table 11  

Average Attendance and Graduation Rates (2008)  

                

Student Enrollment  Attendance Graduation 

  Category       N         Rate          Rate   

   

 130 – Below 17  94.8 96.4    

 131 – 245 28  94.0 90.7 

 246 – 577 24  93.8 88.6 

 578 – 1202 31  93.1 87.8 

 1203 – More 28  93.4 89.5 
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An exception was observed for the largest enrollmen t 

category. There was a 0.3% increase in the attendan ce rate 

from the 578-1,202 category to the 1,203 or more ca tegory.  

The average graduation rate was also calculated for  

each student enrollment category (see Table 11). It  was 

observed that as the student enrollment increased, the 

graduation rate decreased except again for the larg est 

enrollment category. There was a 1.7% increase in t he 

graduation rates between the 578-1,202 category and  the 

1,203 or more category.  

Further analysis of the attendance rates and 

graduation rates revealed close to 70% of the small  high 

schools with the best attendance and graduation rat es were 

K-12 or 7-12 campuses. This supports the work of Al spaugh 

(1998b) where it was found that the lowest dropout rates 

were in school districts without intermediate level  

schools, and students made only one transition from  

elementary to secondary school at the seventh grade  level. 

Since the smaller schools are producing the higher 

attendance and graduation rates, it is justifiable why 

freshmen transition practices, programs, or interve ntions 

are not as prevalent at this level.  
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Hypotheses 

For the purposes of this study on the freshmen 

transition practices used in Missouri, three null 

hypotheses were proposed. The Pearson product momen t 

correlation coefficient, commonly known as Pearson r, was 

calculated to determine if a meaningful relationshi p was 

present for the hypotheses in the study. According to 

Cohen’s Guidelines for Small, Medium, and Large Cor relation 

Coefficients (as cited in Runyon, Coleman, & Pitten ger, 

2000), a coefficient (r) between 0.5 and 1.0 is con sidered 

a large correlation. To confirm the statistical 

significance of the null hypotheses, the coefficien t of 

determination (r 2) and coefficient of nondetermination (1 – 

r 2) were figured. The coefficient of determination (r 2) 

gives the percentage of variance in one variable th at can 

be described or explained by the other variable (Ru nyon, 

Coleman, & Pittenger, 2000).  

Null Hypothesis #1 

The student enrollment of a high school will have n o 

correlation to the number of freshmen transition pr actices 

being implemented. To test this null hypothesis , the Pearson 

product moment correlation coefficient was calculat ed. The 

result was a Pearson r of 0.5695 (see Table 12). Ac cording 

to Cohen’s Guidelines for Small, Medium, and Large 
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Correlation Coefficients (as cited in Runyon, Colem an, & 

Pittenger, 2000), a coefficient of 0.5 is considere d a 

large correlation. Therefore, a large positive corr elation 

exists between the student enrollment and the numbe r of 

freshmen transition practices being implemented.  

To confirm the statistical significance of the 

correlation, the coefficient of determination (r 2) and 

coefficient of nondetermination (1 – r 2) were figured. The 

coefficient of determination is the percentage of v ariance 

in one variable that can be described or explained by the 

other variable (Runyon, Coleman, & Pittenger, 2000) . The 

coefficient of determination for null hypothesis #1  was r 2 = 

0.3243. This value indicated the variance in the nu mber of 

freshmen transition practices can be predicted by t he 

student enrollment 32.43% of the time. The coeffici ent of 

nondetermination, 1 – r 2, was 0.6757. Therefore, 67.57% of 

the differences among the number of freshmen transi tion 

practices and student enrollment are due to other f actors 

that have yet to be determined. Null hypothesis #1 is 

rejected. A large positive correlation does exist  between 

the student enrollment and the number of freshmen 

transition practices being implemented.  
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Null Hypothesis #2  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the attendance rate. The second null  

hypothesis of the study had a Pearson r value of -0 .1577 

(see Table 12). There was no relationship between t he 

number of freshmen transition practices and the att endance 

rate. Using the coefficient of nondetermination, 97 .5% of 

the variance among school attendance rates is due t o other 

factors. Null hypothesis #2 was accepted. There is not a 

correlation between the number of freshmen transiti on 

practices and the high school attendance rate. 

Table 12  

Relationship to Freshmen Transition Practices  

          

        Coefficient of      Coefficient of 

    Null  Pearson           Determination      Nond etermination 

 Hypotheses          r      r 2           1 – r 2  

   

   #1  0.5695 0.3243        0.6757   

   #2   -0.1577 0.0249  0.9750  

   #3 -0.1784 0.0318  0.9682  
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Null Hypothesis #3  

The number of freshmen transition practices 

implemented in Missouri high schools will have no 

correlation to the graduation rate. As shown in Tab le 12, 

the Pearson r for null hypothesis #3  was -0.1784. There was 

not a meaningful relationship between the number fo r 

freshmen transition practices and the graduation ra te. The 

variance among graduation rate can only be predicte d by the 

number of freshmen transition practices 3.18% of th e time. 

Therefore, null hypothesis #3 was accepted. 

Deductive Conclusions 

From the analysis of this study, six deductive 

conclusions were extracted: 

1.  The larger the student enrollment, the greater the 

chances a school had a freshmen transition 

practice, program, or intervention. 

2.  A freshmen transition practice that was multi-

dimensional was more likely to be perceived as 

moderately successful to extremely successful. 

3.  Schools that used a single-practice approach to aid  

freshmen in the transition to high school were 

least satisfied with the evening orientation 

format. 
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4.  Small high schools in the K-12 or 7-12 grade 

configuration had noticeably higher attendance and 

graduation rates, than do their larger 9-12 

counterparts. 

5.  There was a positive correlation between the 

student enrollment and the number of freshmen 

transition practices implemented in Missouri high 

schools. 

6.  Since 78.1% of the current freshmen transition 

practices had been in place for less than five 

years, the impact of those practices on the 

attendance rate and graduation rate could not be 

determined at this time. 

Summary 

 In Chapter Four, the results from the freshmen 

transition survey were reported and analyzed to add ress the 

three research questions and hypotheses. There were  183 

high schools in Missouri that accepted the invitati on to 

participate in this study. Of the total respondents , 60.1% 

reported a freshmen practice, program, or intervent ion 

currently in place. Most schools seemed to follow t he 

recommendation from existing research and had imple mented a 

multi-dimensional transition approach. The particip ating 

schools used on average 2.06 practices in the proce ss of 
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assisting freshmen to make a smooth transition to h igh 

school. The evening orientation and freshmen adviso ry were 

the most popular selections in tandem with other pr actices. 

The evening orientation, as a single practice, was 

perceived as the least effective. Student enrollmen t also 

had a significant influence on the number of freshm en 

transition practices. There was a large positive 

relationship between student enrollment and the num ber of 

freshmen transition practices implemented by the hi gh 

school. With the discovery that 78.1% of all freshm en 

transition practices had been in place for five yea rs or 

less, it was not possible to examine the impact suc h 

practices had on the attendance and graduation rate s. 

In the next chapter, all the components of the stud y 

were summarized. Also included in Chapter Five were  the 

implications for effective schools and recommendati ons for 

further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE - DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 

The transition to high school is a critical time in  a 

student’s educational journey towards a diploma. If  the 

transition to high school is not successful, studen ts can 

become academically discouraged, socially disconnec ted, and 

may not make it to graduation day.  

Chapter One discussed the need for this study and t he 

necessity to focus on the transition to high school . The 

purpose of this study was to investigate the practi ces, 

programs, or interventions used across the state of  

Missouri to assist freshmen in making a successful 

transition to high school. Chapter Two provided a r eview of 

related literature in the area of freshmen transiti on to 

high school. The chapter included four sections: th e 

freshmen as an adolescent, the structure of high sc hools, 

school improvement models, and existing freshmen tr ansition 

practices. 

The methodology for the study was explained in Chap ter 

Three. Every high school principal in Missouri was invited 

to participate in the freshmen transition study by 

completing an online survey. Descriptive statistics  were 

used to analyze the responses from the 183 particip ants.  
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Chapter Four discussed the results from the survey and 

the data used to test the three null hypotheses pro posed in 

this study. Of the Missouri public and non-public h igh 

school respondents, 60% reported to have a freshmen  

transition practice in place. Most schools used mor e than 

one format or approach to address the transitional needs of 

freshmen. A single-dimension approach was perceived  as less 

effective than using multiple methods.  

Null hypothesis #1 was rejected. It was proven ther e 

is a statistically significant positive correlation  between 

student enrollment in high school and the number of  

freshmen transition practices being implemented. Nu ll 

hypothesis #2 was accepted. A correlation between t he 

number of freshmen transition practices and the att endance 

rate could not be proven at a statistically signifi cant 

level. Null hypothesis #3 was also accepted. A corr elation 

between the number of freshmen transition practices  and 

graduation rate could not be proven in this study. 

Implications for Effective Schools 

As stated by Haney et al. (2005), grade nine plays a 

critical role in the education pipeline. If student s do not 

advance due to failing courses and are retained, st udies 

show that upwards of 70% of those students will not  

graduate from high school (Haney et al.). In this s tudy, 
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Missouri high schools were surveyed to discover the  

transition practices in place to assist freshmen in  making 

a successful move to high school. The following inf ormation 

could assist high school administrators who are see king 

information on providing transitional support for i ncoming 

freshmen: 

1.  The use of a multi-dimensional approach to freshmen  

transition was perceived as more successful. 

2.  As the student enrollment increased, the number of 

freshmen transition practices incorporated in a 

school should also be increased. 

3.  An evening orientation was not perceived as 

successful when used as a single practice, but was 

quite popular when used in conjunction with other 

practices. 

4.  The concept of professional learning communities 

was the most widely used improvement model by high 

schools with a current freshmen transition 

practice. 
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Recommendations 

Based on the research and the conclusions made from  

the data, the following recommendations for future study 

were made: 

1.  The attendance and graduation rates for K-12 and 7-

12 grade configurations were noticeably higher than  

the more common grade 9-12 high school 

configuration. A correlational study between the 

number of building transitions students must 

navigate in their K-12 experience and graduation 

rate would benefit school districts that are forced  

to make decisions about grade configurations when 

addressing population growth. 

2.  In this study, the effectiveness of freshmen 

transition practices was not able to be determined 

due to the short time that each practice had been 

in place. To determine the effectiveness of a 

freshmen transition practice, program, or 

intervention, a longitudinal study of ninth grade 

course failure and graduation rate should be 

conducted within a single high school. 
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Summary 

The transition to high school can be a scary time f or 

many freshmen. Large high schools could eliminate t his 

anxiety by implementing several freshmen transition  

practices during the critical ninth grade year. The  multi-

dimensional approaches that were continuous and on- going 

were perceived as most successful in this study. Th e 

evening orientation as a single approach was viewed  as an 

unsuccessful transition practice.  

As a nation, attention must be given to the declini ng 

enrollments and the decreasing graduation rates in high 

schools. Promoting a smooth transition to high scho ol for 

all students is a worthwhile investment in the futu re. 
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Participation Letter 

 

October 6, 2008 

 
Hello Secondary Principals, 
 
My name is Teresa McKenzie. I am a high school principal at Logan-Rogersville High 

School in southwest Missouri. For my doctoral program, I am researching the freshmen 

transition practices that are being used across the state. The transition to high school can 

be a very difficult time for students. The goal of this project is to determine if there is a 

correlation between the type of transition practice in place and student attendance and 

persistence toward graduation. Please take a few minutes to complete the 16 question 

survey. Simply click on the link below to begin or forward this email to the person that 

deals directly with the freshmen transition program in your district. 

 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=9OFSmbh7vhtgkeydQVJ2ig_3d_3d 

 

I appreciate your willingness to contribute to this research project. 

Have a great day! 

 
 
Teresa J. McKenzie, Principal 
Logan-Rogersville High School 
4700 S. State Hwy 125  
Rogersville, MO 65742 
(417) 753-2813 
 
“Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.”  Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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Instrumentation 

FRESHMEN TRANSITION SURVEY 

 

 School Demographics 
 

The purpose of this study is to identify the most effective freshmen transition 
practices being used in Missouri. Data from this survey will be correlated with 

school attendance and graduation rate. 

 

1) What is your position in the high school? 

� Principal   � Counselor  � Other 

� Assistant Principal  � Teacher 

 

2) What is the current enrollment of your high school? 

 � 130 – Below  � 131-245  � 246-577  

� 578-1202  � 1203 + 

 

3) Which choice best describes the campus where your 

freshmen are located? 

� K – 12  � 7 – 12  � 9 – 12  

� 9th Only  � Other 

 

4) How many different attendance centers (middle 

schools/junior highs) send to your high school? 

 

� 1  � 2  � 3  � 4  � 5 + 
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5) Which improvement model(s) are being implemented in 
your high school? (Mark all that apply) 

� Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 

� Positive Behavior Support (PBS) 

� Response to Intervention (RtI) 

� High Schools That Work (HSTW) 

� Other  Please Specify: 

 

6) Does your school currently have a freshmen transition 
program or intervention? 

 

 � Yes   � No 
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 Programs & Interventions 

 

Please provide information on the current freshmen transition practice 
being used in your high school. 

 

7) Where did the idea for your current freshmen transition 

practice originate? 

� Locally-Generated  � Modeled from another district 

� Purchased Program  � Other 

 
If Purchased Program was selected, please provide the name of 

the program: 
 

 

 
8) Which format best describes your current transition 

practice? (Mark all that apply) 

� Evening Orientation  � Summer School Program 

� Half-Day Session  � Freshmen Advisory 

� 1 – 2 Day Boot Camps  

� Freshmen Course (Semester or Year) 

 

9) How long has your current freshmen transition practice 
been in place? 

� 2 Years of Less  � 3 – 5 Years   

� 6 – 8 Years   � 9 + Years 
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10) Which topics are a part of your current freshmen  

 transition practice? (Mark all that apply) 

� Rules / Regulations   � Conflict Resolution 

� Requirements for Graduation � Grade Monitoring 

� Study Skills / Habits    

� Connection through Extracurricular Activities 

  � Goal Setting    � Parent Involvement 

  � Career Exploration   � Leadership Skills 

  � Time Management   � Other 

  � Social / Emotional Support 

  If other, please list: 

 

11)  How would you describe the success of your current 
  freshmen transition practice? 

 � Extremely Successful 

 � Moderately Successful 

 � Meeting the Need 

 � Could be Improved 

 � Looking for a New Approach 
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12)  What type of participation is expected from the students 
    in your current freshmen transition practice? 

 � Student Choice (All students are invited to participate) 

 

 � Targeted Population (Selected groups are strongly  
encouraged to participate, i.e. at-risk) 
 

 � Required Participation (All must participate) 

 

13)  What type of participation is expected from the parents  
   in your current freshmen transition practice? 

 � Parent Choice (All parents are invited to be involved) 

 

 � Targeted Population (Selected groups of parents are invited  
to be involved) 

 � Required Participation (Parents are required to be involved) 

 

 

14)  Please briefly describe the current freshmen transition  

   practice in your school. 
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 Study Participation 

 

15)  For the purpose of this study, please enter your high 

   school information 

Name of High School:   

City:  

 

 

16)  If you are willing to share more information about your  

   current freshmen transition practice, please complete  
   the contact information below. 

 

Name: 

Company: 

Address: 

City / Town: 

State: 

Zip: 

Email Address: 

Phone Number: 
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