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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Students are experiencing major transitions between education settings more often 

than in previous decades (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). While, historically, 

transitions have occurred between elementary and middle school, and middle and high 

school, for a number of reasons some districts are increasing the number of major 

transitions for students from three to six or more (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). 

Additionally, whereas students previously transitioned after fifth or sixth grades when 

they were cognitively and developmentally more mature, students in schools today are 

often transitioning at younger ages (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010), sometimes while 

still in early childhood education.   Due to district needs and circumstances, these 

transitions also manifested differently even in proximate districts.  For example, three 

adjoining suburban districts in Oklahoma had three different transition plans, with 

varying points of major transitions and varying number of major transitions for students 

in their academic career.  

In District A, students experienced four transitions during their education career 

in which they moved from a number of elementary schools into one main middle school, 

and then one main high school.  In this district elementary students transitioned to a new 

building after fourth grade into a fifth and sixth grade building. Next, these students 

transitioned from the fifth and sixth grade building into a junior high setting of seventh 
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and eighth grades. Finally, students transitioned twice in high school, once into the 

Freshman Academy, and finally into the 10th-12th grade building. In each of these 

transitions, students transitioned from lower population schools to higher populations, 

combining area schools into fewer buildings as students progressed through the grades.  

 In District B, students also transitioned four times, but at different grade levels.  

Students in this district attended primary school for Pre-K through third grade, and then 

transitioned to a fourth and fifth grade building.  After fifth grade, the students 

transitioned twice during middle school.  First the students transitioned into a sixth-grade 

building on the campus.  Then, they transitioned into a larger seventh and eighth grade 

building. After middle school, students transitioned to the high school where they 

attended all four grades ninth grade through 12th grade in the same building.  Again, in 

District B, students transitioned from lower population elementary schools to higher 

population middle and high school settings. 

The final district, District C, had the most transitions. In this particular district, 

students transitioned a total of six times from Pre-K to 12th grade. The district had 

structured its elementary and middle schools to house only two grades each. One campus 

housed all of the Pre-K – Kindergarten students. Then, the students transitioned to 

separate campuses for first and second grade, third and fourth grade, fifth and sixth grade, 

and seventh and eighth grade. After eighth grade, the students transitioned into one 

comprehensive high school with ninth through 12th grades.  Unlike the other districts, 

students in this district moved together, all students at the same grade level attended 

school in the same building.   
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Transitions between school levels such as those exemplified in districts A, B, and 

C can be a tremendously stressful time for students. Research shows, for some students, 

the transition from one educational environment to another is associated with 

achievement loss and academic challenges (Smith, 2006). Difficult transitions from 

middle school to high school have been linked to an increase in high school dropout rates 

(Alspaugh, 1998), behavior problems (Graber and Brooks-Gunn, 1996), a decrease in 

GPA (Isakson and Jarvis, 1999), and a lowered sense of self-esteem and self-perception 

(Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994). Research also indicates that the 

number and type of transitions that a child experiences effects the overall impact of the 

transition.  Students who experience more transitions between Pre-K and 12, students 

who transition in larger districts, and students who transition in a pyramid structure (from 

lower population schools to higher population schools within the same district), appear to 

demonstrate higher rates of achievement loss and drop-out rates (Asplaugh, 1998; 

Asplaugh, 1999).   In an additional study conducted by Asplaugh and Harting (1995), 

findings indicated that students transitioning from a 6-8 middle school building to high 

school did experience greater achievement loss than those students transitioning from a 

K-8 school building to high school.  

 If research shows transition can have negative impacts on student outcomes, why 

then are districts currently increasing the number of transitions for students?  

Restructuring major transitions points for students is due to a variety of elements. In 

some instances, schools restructured to ease the coordination of professional development 

for teachers who are in high-stakes testing environments due to the requirements of 

legislation such as No Child Left Behind (Cohen-Vogel, 2011).  These efforts are more 
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easily coordinated if teachers who teach similar content and are held to similar 

accountability standards are in the same building (Cohen-Vogel, 2011).   School district 

restructuring is also influenced by decreases in funding and high rates of student 

mobility. Because funding is allocated to districts based on average enrollment, 

tremendous emphasis has been placed on districts to find structural answers to address 

challenges produced by highly mobile communities (McCann, n.d.) While some districts 

faced decreases in enrollment, others were tasked with meeting the challenges associated 

with a growing student population  (Miles, 2001). One strategy that many districts, 

primarily large, urban districts, have implemented is to restructure in a way that 

maximizes building capacities. This restructuring can result in the closing of buildings, 

the addition of buildings, and often a shift in the grade levels of students that attend 

certain buildings in a district (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). 

Problem Statement 

 Students are experiencing major transitions between education settings much 

more frequently and at younger ages than they have in the past. Historically, districts 

have been structured in Pre-K through fifth grade elementary schools, sixth through 

eighth grade middle schools, and ninth through 12 high schools (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015), thus the major transitions for students in these settings occurs when 

students move from fifth to sixth grade and when students move from eighth t0 ninth 

grade. (Barton & Klump, 2012; Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010; UNC, 2002; Offenberg, 

2001;  Williamson, 2009; Williamson, 2012). However, in an effort to address the 

NCLB-mandated testing process, one of the issues considered by schools was how best to 

configure student populations to maximize all aspects of the educational setting while 
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simultaneously maximizing student achievement by looking at grade configurations. 

Decisions about campus grade configurations included other factors such as projected 

enrollments, transportation costs, size of schools, school goals, fiscal constraints, political 

tensions, geographic realities, and financial accountability. As student populations 

shifted, educational leaders looked for grade span configurations that best fit their 

community culture and current facilities, focusing financial resources on other means of 

improving academic achievement, thus possibly increasing the amount of school 

transitions that students encounter (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010) 

Sometimes students adapt to major transitions well, and other times they do not. 

According to Alspaugh (1998), there is a statistically significant achievement loss during 

the time of transition from elementary school and middle school. This loss was noted to 

be more significant when the transitioning students came from multiple elementary 

schools merging into one middle school, known as “pyramid transition.” In addition, 

students who attended middle schools displayed greater loss in achievement in ninth 

grade when they attended a middle school as opposed to a K-8 school (Alspaugh 1998). 

The lack of successful transition caused the high school dropout rate to rise, in particular 

for freshman (Hertzog & Morgan, 1999). Therefore, research suggests that multiple 

transitions within a student’s educational experience can negatively influence students 

(Alspaugh, 1998, Cook, MacCoun, Muschkin & Vigdor, 2007; Gordon, Peterson, Gdula, 

& Klingbeil, 2011; Offenberg, 2001; Paglin & Fager, 1997; Parker, 2009; Smith, 2006; 

Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991; Wren, 2003).  

One reason transition may not be successful is that while schools develop 

transition strategies to support students, the strategies may not align with the cognitive 
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development of students, posing challenges to the assimilation, accommodation, and 

ultimately adaption of the student to the new environment. Much of the existing literature 

on major transitions has been conducted at the secondary school level (Alspaugh, 1998 & 

Smith, 2006), and while there is some research on the transition between late elementary 

school and middle school, (Parker, 2009; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & 

Midgley, 1991) little is known about the impact of major transitions on students when 

they are forced to change buildings in the early elementary years and in the earlier stages 

of cognitive development. Additionally, many of the research-based strategies used by 

schools to ease transitions are based on strategies that have proven successful with older 

students (Smith, 2006). Understanding the impact of major transitions in the early 

childhood years, prior to fifth or sixth grade, may provide useful information for district 

administrators who are seeking to maximize use of district funds while also improving 

student outcomes. Research in this area may also better support administrators and 

teachers in addressing the needs of students who experience major transitions into new 

buildings within the early childhood grades.  

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of teachers, 

administrators, and counselors of the influence of major student transitions between 

school buildings between third grade and fourth grade on student adaptation to the 

learning environment. Thus, the following research questions guided this study: 

1. How does a select school in one school district implement transitions for students 

between third and fourth grade? 
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a. What are the strategies used to support students before, during, and after 

student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

b. How does school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) perceive 

their role in student transitions between third and fourth grade?  

2. What challenges have school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) 

experienced in student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

a. How have school staff addressed these challenges? 

Epistemological Perspective 

 Schwandt (2000) identifies the epistemological stances in qualitative inquiry, one 

of which is interpretivism. The interpretivist point of view asserts that the difference 

between human social action and the movement of physical objects is that human action is 

naturally meaningful (Schwandt, 2000). In order to understand social action such as 

accommodation, the inquiring mind must understand the meaning that forms those actions 

(Patton, 2012). 

Theoretical Perspective 

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development was developed in response to earlier 

ideas about children—cognitive capacity was fixed at birth, cognitive behavior was 

extrinsically motivated (Flavell, 1996), and children and adults cognitively functioned in 

a similar manner (Flavell, 1996).  Piaget, however, focused his theory of intelligence on 

“functional continuity” (Muller, Ten Eycke, & Baker, 2015)meaning there is no defined 

beginning of intelligence or linear end to intelligence, but developmental stages through 

which each person moves while interacting with their spatial environment (Muller et al, 

2015).  Additionally, Piaget theorized that children did not cognitively function similarly 
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to adults, but acquire knowledge in a “gradual, step-by-step process of structural 

acquisition and change” (Flavell, 1996, p. 200).  According to Piaget, children move 

through four stages as intelligence is developed: sensorimotor (approximately the first 18 

months of life); preoperational (approximately ages two through seven); concrete 

operational (approximately age six through the start of adolescence); and formal 

operational (occurs during adolescence) (Muller et al, 2015).  During these stages, 

children are continuously interacting with their spatial environment through two 

functions, assimilation and accommodation, which ultimately lead to adaptation.   

The assimilation-accommodation cycle is a function of intelligence by which a 

child learns to adapt to new information or a new environment.  During assimilation, new 

information is introduced and integrated or merged in the pre-existing knowledge of the 

child (Muller et al, 2015).  Through the process of assimilation, children create 

relationships between pieces of knowledge (Muller et al, 2015).  During accommodation, 

children move beyond assimilating the knowledge to developing modifications for 

existing knowledge based on the new information (Muller et al, 2015).  Children are no 

longer merely relating information, but forming new schema based on the information 

(Flavell, 1963).  Together, the functions of assimilation and accommodation lead to 

adaptation to the larger environment (Flavell, 1963; Muller et al, 2015). 

Both the stages of cognitive development and the cognitive processes of 

assimilation, accommodation, and adaptation are relevant to this study and can provide 

insight for better understanding of how school staff perceive major transitions in the early 

elementary years influences the ability of children to adapt to a new learning 

environment. 
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Methods 

 This qualitative case study sought to explore the perception of the influence of 

student transitions from the perspectives of participants who were involved with students 

making a transition from third grade to fourth grade in a mid-west suburban district. 

Qualitative research allowed the researcher to investigate experiences, which included 

feelings and thought processes (Straus & Corbin, 1998). This study was a case study 

because that allowed the researcher to study the complex phenomena of transitions within 

this school district (Yin, 2014). This also allowed the researcher to explore perceptions as 

well as lived experiences of the participants regarding third to fourth grade transitions 

into a new building (Straus & Corbin, 1998).  

Population and Sample 

The study was conducted in a mid-sized, suburban district in a Midwestern state.  

The district enrolled approximately 8,500 students.  Of these students, 71% identified as 

Caucasian, 12% as Hispanic, and 16% identified as other ethnicities.  District-wide, 44% 

of students were eligible for free and reduced lunch.  As indicated earlier in this chapter, 

this study was chosen because the district created a feeder pattern that increased the number 

of transitions for children, often at an earlier age.  The district included seven early 

childhood centers (Pre-K-3), two elementary schools (4-5), one middle school (6-8), and 

one high school (9-12).   

One school in the study population was selected for this study. This school was 

selected because it is a fourth and fifth grade center, and the student demographics in the 

school closely parallel student demographics in the district. This school enrolled 

approximately 600 students of which 74.6% identified as Caucasian.  43% of students were 
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eligible for free and reduced lunch.  This school was comprised of students from three 

feeder schools within the district. Two of the feeder schools were Title I schools, and one 

was not. 

The sample for this research was based on the intention of the research (Babbie, 

1995; Greig & Taylor, 1999; Schwandt, 1997). The researcher selected participants whom 

“have had experiences relating to the phenomenon to be researched” (Kruger, 1998, p. 150) 

within the researcher’s current district. Purposeful sampling was used for this study. 

Participants of this study included two fourth grade teachers, two third grade teachers, two 

administrators of fourth and fifth grade students, and two counselors of fourth and fifth 

grade students who attended a suburban elementary school in Oklahoma. According to 

Merriam (2016), qualitative research involves a qualitative inquiry that is richly 

descriptive. In order to contribute to the descriptive nature of qualitative research, the 

researcher interviewed participants for this study who are those that have experienced 

working with students who transitioned prior to their fourth-grade year. The administrators 

and counselors were selected because they interact with all students in the building. 

Therefore, data was collected from three different perspectives (Patton, 2002): 

administrators, teachers, and counselors. Boyd (2001) suggests that two to 10 participants 

is sufficient in reaching saturation. 

Data Collection 

To ensure good data collection the researcher used multiple sources of evidence, 

created a case study database, maintained a chain of evidence, and exercised care when 

using data from electronic sources (Yin, 2014).  A majority strength of data collection for 

a case study was the possibility to use many different sources of evidence. Therefore, 
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three primary data sources were utilized in this study: interviews, observations, and 

documents.  

Eight interviews were conducted with school staff.  Interview participants 

included teachers, administrators, and counselors who worked directly with fourth grade 

students as well as two teachers who with the students as third graders. Participants of the 

study signed an informed consent (Holloway, 1997; Kvale 1996) to ensure ethical 

research was being conducted.  Observations occurred during the Spring semester when 

transition activities were planned for students and parents.  Events that were observed 

included parent and student meetings and student visits to the school. The documents 

collected included flyers, handouts, and other material distributed to students and families 

related to transitions.  Additionally, meeting agendas, minutes, and electronic 

communications will be collected.   

Data Analysis 

 The data analysis in this study was guided by Merriam (1988).  Data analysis was 

conducted in a spiraling approach, reflexively during data collection and more intensely 

after data was collected. Data was organized, coded, and categorized using the steps 

recommended for qualitative case study by Merriam (1988).  Data was analyzed for both 

emerging themes as well as themes related to the theoretical framework of this study.  

Keeping with Merriam’s recommendations for reporting of case study findings, a 

narrative approach was taken for reporting the results of this study in Chapters Four and 

Five.    
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Significance 

Research  

While the impact of transitions on students has been studied extensively at the 

high school and middle level, limited research has been conducted on the impact of 

transitions on students transitioning between the third and fourth grades. By exploring 

transitions at this age level, research on transitions was deepened. Due to the minimal 

research available, this study may serve as a basis for further research on the impact of 

transitions at younger ages.   

Theory 

 This study looked at the impact of transitions on students through the lens of 

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. Typically, it is assumed that students are able 

to assimilate and accommodate to new environments. However, transitions between 

buildings may take place during the Concrete Operational Stage which may inhibit a 

student’s developmental ability to adjust to a new environment and therefore  may 

undermine the transition process. By utilizing Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development 

to explain the influence of transitions on student learning, a better understanding of the 

influence of transitions on student growth and development resulted. This study also 

encourages further research on specific strategies that can be employed within schools to 

ease the impact of transitions on students. 

Practice 

 The information that this study provides will benefit district administrators faced 

with the task of restructuring schools or dealing with changes in grade configurations. At 
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the district level this information may impact decisions made by superintendents and 

school boards when deciding how to respond to increasing student populations or to 

adjust current practices within a district. This may aid in the decision in how the district 

should proceed with adding buildings or dividing grades per building within the district. 

Building principals may use this information to inform their decisions and practices in 

buildings experiencing transitions. As a result of this study, building principals may 

discover key issues to address when students are transitioning in or out of their buildings. 

As a classroom teacher, this may speak to some activities that could be utilized to 

increase students’ academic success during a transition.  

Definition of Terms 

Age Grading: Age grading is based on the notion that children of the same age are at 

the same level of social and intellectual maturity and, therefore, should be taught at the 

same pace as other students in the same grade (Hunt, 2010). 

 

Grade Configurations: How schools divide up their grade levels among buildings 

within a district (Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). 

 

Pyramid transitions: for the purpose of this study this term refers to student 

transitions from one of several schools to one larger school. In this study, third 

graders transition from one of three schools to attend a fourth grade and fifth grade 

center (Alspaugh, 2011). 

 

Transitions: for the purpose of this study this term refers to students moving from 
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one grade level to another while also changing school buildings.  

 

Possible limitations of this study include sample size, researcher experiences, 

diversity of school population, reader interpretation as well as limitations common in 

qualitative data collection. While conducting observations, the observer may have 

affected the situation in unknown ways which could have led to participants acting in 

atypical ways (Patton, 2002). Observations could only focus on external behaviors and 

could be limited due to the number of sample activities observed (Patton, 2002). As with 

all qualitative studies, the sample size limits generalizability of the findings (Creswell, 

2007). The sample size was limited to eight participants and could have limited the 

ability of these study findings to be directly applied to a larger population of teachers and 

parents. The demographics of the school may lead to limitations of the study. The 

diversity of the population may impact the outcome as students may have reacted 

differently to transition. In addition to diversity, the amount of parent participation within 

the school, which is high at 94% could be a limitation to this study as well as the low 

number of out of school suspensions, the number of special education students, and low 

mobility rate of students. Additional to the limitations in regard to the student population, 

it should be noted that a limitation is in the diversity of the educators participating in the 

study. All interview participants in this study were White, thus possibly impacting their 

perceptions presented in the study. The overall layout of the school in which students are 

organized into “pods” could impact this study the study in comparisons to schools that do 

not have similar layouts. A significant limitation to this study is that the researcher 

worked within the district. While safeguards were taken to limit researcher bias, the 
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researcher realizes that working within the district could have inadvertently impacted the 

findings. A final limitation to this study is that the theory of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive 

Development has not been applied to research on transitions. Therefore, this study 

attempts to do so with little prior research to reflect upon.  

 

Summary 

         This chapter introduced the study for this dissertation, set up the background 

of the problem by noting the struggle students experience when transitioning, causes of 

transitions, the problem statement, outlined the purpose of the study, specified the 

research questions and significance of the study, and defined conceptual definitions used 

for this dissertation. Due to the lack of research on the influence of transitions from 

elementary schools to fourth grade and fifth grade centers, research conducted on this 

topic was vital. Further research needs to be conducted on administrator, counselor, 

faculty, parent and student perceptions of the impact of transitions on student learning. A 

better understanding of early transition on student adaptation helps to inform educators 

and identifies transition strategies that can be employed to minimize the negative impact 

of transitions. Chapter II will review literature of transitions, focusing on the history of 

public education, school configuration, transition challenges, and will introduce the 

theoretical framework of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. Chapter III 

identifies the methodology, research design, including population and sample, data 

sources and collection, the researcher’s role, data analysis, and ethical considerations, 

assumptions, research questions and trustworthiness. Chapter IV discusses the findings 
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for this study including narrative from the study participants, and Chapter V provides the 

implications of this study’s finding and recommends direction for future researchers. 

 

 
 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

History of Education in the United States 

 The first American schools began in New England. The first public school in what 

is now the United States was founded in 1635 (Clark, 1998).  Following in Massachusetts 

in 1644, the first tax-supported school was opened (Clark, 1998). In the mid-1600’s, 

many colonies made “proper” education compulsory.  At this time, most schools were 

under local control and publicly supplied by the local town. However, schools were not 

free as they were supported by tuition, or “rate bills”, (Small, 1902).  A majority of 

school systems remained private and unorganized until the 1840’s. At this time, Public 

Schools were controlled locally, and there was no federal role and little state role in the 

funding or oversight of public schools (American Board, 2015). In the 18th century, 

“Common Schools” appeared, and students of all ages were taught in one classroom 

under the supervision of one teacher (American Board, 2015). Typically, these 

schoolhouses ran under the Monitorial System, where more capable students were used 

as peer tutors, passing on information that they had learned to other students (Monitoral, 



   

 17 

2016). This was common practice until Horace Mann introduced the idea of “age 

grading.” Following Mann’s influence, students were assigned by age to different grades 

and progressed through the grades, regardless of differences in ability. With the 

introduction of age grading, multi-aged classrooms diminished significantly (Hunt, 

2010). After the American Revolution, Common Schools became more usual throughout 

the states, with both males and females attending. There were public schools available for 

black students, but they were typically underfunded by legislators (Robenstine, 1952).  

During the 1900’s high schools became available, but few Southerners of either race went 

beyond 8th grade until 1945.  From 1910-1940, high schools began to grow in number 

and in size, becoming accessible to more of the population (Goldin & Katz, 2009). The 

high schools provided necessary skills for students to become teachers, and they prepared 

students with the essential skills for those who planned to work white-collar jobs and 

some blue-collar jobs.  

Several key court cases played a significant role in shaping American Education 

today. In the 19th century, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation of students based on 

race was allowable by law as long as the quality of education and facilities was “separate 

but equal” (Anderson, 1988). However, equality was soon challenged, and Brown v. 

Board of Education, 1954 ruled that the “separate but equal” doctrine violated the 14th 

Amendment of the U.S. Constitution and that segregation adversely affected African 

Americans (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954). In 1975, congress passed the Education 

for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. This is one of most impactful laws in the 

history of public education. This law made free, appropriate education available to all 

eligible students with a disability (Chambers & Hartman, 1983). This law was amended 



   

 18 

in 1986 and 1997 and is now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(Longmore, 2009).  

In 1983, The National Commission on Excellence in Education released a report 

titled A Nation at Risk (Edwards, 2009). This report brought attention to a perspective 

that the academic performance of American children was falling behind peers in other 

developed countries in the world. The report sparked a call for increased academic rigor 

and higher testing standards. Little progress was made in increasing student achievement, 

and in the 2000’s, legislation was passed resulting in “No Child Left Behind.” (Edwards, 

2009). This required states to measure progress and punish schools not meeting goals 

measured by standardized state exams in math and reading (Rhodes, 2012). This 

legislation also resulted in a change in funding for state schools as NCLB sanctions 

limited federal funding for underperforming schools (Rhodes, 2012).  NCLB came with 

the expectation that all students would be 100% proficient by the year 2014 (Rhodes, 

2012). However, the goal that 100% proficient by 2014 was deemed unrealistic, and 

many states were granted waivers when it became apparent that the 100% goal was not 

going to be accomplished (Resmovits, 2012). 

All of these influences on American education have also been joined with 

increasing school populations and increased diversity within these school populations 

(Stevenson, 2006). These changes have resulted in the need for schools to look and adjust 

how they are structured to meet the growing demands of the federal government, the 

increase of students, and the decrease of funding (Lashway, 2000). As a result, the typical 

structures of schools in the 1990’s and early 2000’s have shifted, impacting students 

(Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). 
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Historically, schools have been structured in one way: elementary school, middle 

school, and high school, resulting in two major transitions in the Pre-K-12 school setting 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2009). However, more recently schools have structured 

in ways that require students to transition more often. Currently, school systems have 

buildings that have one or two grade levels within a common building structure (Dove, 

Pearson, & Hooper, 2010).  For example, districts may house Pre-K through third grade 

in one building, fourth grade and fifth grade in another, sixth through eighth grades in 

another, and a high school with a freshmen academy housed separately, thus, increasing 

the amount of transitions to students tremendously.  

The current purpose of the grade level system in the United States is that a student 

can transition from grade to grade upon successful completion of content material at each 

grade level. The transition to the next grade level takes place after a break from school, 

typically after summer. Although the intention is that all students will transition 

successfully from one grade level to the next, it is not always the case (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Barone, Aguirre-Deandreis, & Trickett, 1991; Hall 2007; Neild, 2009).  

No Child Left Behind 

Over the past decade, public schools have had to adjust to a variety of challenges. 

New accountability systems have been put in place, decreases in educational funding 

have emerged, and enrollment has increased or decreased significantly in certain schools 

and districts all which have influenced district decisions when deciding upon structure of 

the schools within their respective districts – impacting the level at which students 

transition. School districts, individual buildings, administrators, and teachers have 
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responded to these challenges in various ways, some successful and some unsuccessful 

(McCann, n.d.) 

 The enactment of No Child Left Behind in 2002 left schools responding to the 

pressures of high-stakes accountability systems in ways that are productive and also 

unproductive (Carnoy, Martin, & Loeb, 2002). NCLB required that by the 2005-2006 

school year that each state measures every child's progress in reading and math in grades 

third through eighth and at least once during grades 10 through 12 (NCLB, 2002). By the 

school year 2007-2008, states were required to have science assessments in place to be 

administered at least once during grades third through fifth grade, grades sixth through 

ninth, and grades 10-12 (NCLB, 2002).   

 In order to receive certain federal funds, school districts were required to fulfill 

extensive accountability requirements of NCLB. In the early stages of implementation of 

NCLB, states were assured that federal funding would cover a significant portion of the 

costs associated with the new requirements. However, federal funding did not meet 

district needs that resulted from the implementation of these high stakes mandates. 

Currently, states claim to be “under-funded,” testifying that the federal government did 

not adequately support implementation costs of NCLB legislation (McCann, Clare, n.d.) 

These changes in accountability, later coupled with legislation that provided for the 

establishment of charter schools, sometimes including the implementation of vouchers, 

have impacted school funding and schools’ autonomy to spend the limited funds that they 

have (Atlas, 2015). Because of these varying factors, schools have looked at the way they 

are configured to address needs such as potential gains in student achievement, better use 

of facilities, enrollment/diversity needs, or budgetary reasons (Barton & Klump, 2012). 
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School Configuration 

  In an effort to address the NCLB-mandated testing progression, one of the issues 

schools faced was how best to form student populations to maximize all aspects of the 

educational setting while also increasing student achievement. One way to do this was 

changing longstanding grade configurations, or changing which grades were housed in 

the same building. In deciding how to configure their campuses, districts considered 

variables such as enrollment numbers, demographics, overall school goals, transportation 

options, and fiscal responsibility. Districts also considered best fit for their communities 

and capacity of facilities. There are several factors that influence a district’s decisions 

concerning how to configure their school district. Sometimes isolated, or combined, the 

factors driving the decision include cost, equity, socio-economic balance, demographics, 

curriculum/instruction, space, geography, size, philosophy, transportation, and facilities 

(Dove, Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). Many districts also conducted extensive studies and 

gathered public input before implementing a change in grade spans in buildings 

throughout a district, although the weight of the factors varied depending on the culture 

and state of the district (Douglas, 2012). As a result of these changes, some districts saw 

an increase in the amount of transitions students experienced before graduation (Dove, 

Pearson, & Hooper, 2010). 

Impacts of School Configurations 

 John W. Alspaugh (1998) conducted ample research on the impact of school 

transitions on student achievement. Findings from his study indicate a correlation 
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between poor educational outcomes with student’s learning as the result of school 

transitions. Many other studies coincide with the results of poor educational outcomes 

during transition years (Akos, 2004; Cook et al, 2007; Brown, 2004). Student 

achievement loss is consistently connected with achievement loss with students 

transitioning from self-contained elementary schools to intermediate schools (Alspaugh, 

1998).  This loss was documented when students transitioned at grade fifth, sixth, 

seventh, or eighth (Asplaugh, 1998). Fortunately, Alspaugh (1998) found that the 

students’ scores recovered to their pre-transition scores in the year following the 

transition.  However, experience with transitioning did not diminish the loss of 

achievement with each new transition (Alspaugh, 1998). This means that students do not 

get better at transitioning because of experiencing more transitions. Each transition 

maintains its challenges. 

This achievement loss was noted to be more significant when the transitioning 

students came from multiple elementary schools merging into one middle school, again, 

known as “pyramid transition” (Asplaugh, 2011). In addition, students who attended 

middle schools displayed greater loss in achievement in ninth grade when they attended a 

middle school as opposed to a K-8 school (Asplaugh, 1998). Therefore, research suggests 

that multiple transitions within a student’s educational experience can negatively 

influence student achievement. Arguably, the transition is especially important in 9th 

grade as success in the first year of high school has been shown to predict students’ future 

successes in school, thus, increasing the importance of a successful freshman year 

(NHSC, The First Year of High School, 2007).  
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Several explanations have been given for the difficulty that students experience in 

transitions from middle to high school. Eighty percent of students in the United States 

enter this transition in a new environment that is larger in size and more impersonal than 

they experienced in middle school (Neild, 2009). The lack of a successful transition 

causes the high school dropout rate to rise, in particular for freshman (Hertzog & Morgan 

1999). There is a significant effect on student achievement, attendance rates, and student 

discipline for students entering their freshman year (Barone, Aguirre-Deandreis, & 

Trickett, 1991; Hall 2007).  This trend is seen nationally (Brown, 2004; Renchler, 2002). 

For example, 32.1% of all high school dropouts happen during the ninth-grade year 

according to the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI, 2010). In 

order to meet NCLB requirements, districts are left with the challenge of alleviating some 

of these challenges for students in order to increase student success. While these 

challenges are evident there have been some strategies that schools have employed to 

offset the difficulties of transitions.  

Studies also indicate that more than just academic achievement is affected by 

transitions. Renchler (2000) states that school transitions can impose stress on students, 

thus negatively impacting the identity of a school and its’ sense of community. One study 

examining the impact of a district’s elementary grade span structure on family-school 

partnerships stressed the influence of grade structure on family-school relationships 

(Moffit, 1996). Moffit’s (1996) research concluded that narrow grade configurations in 

school have a negative impact on family-school partnerships.  Much is known about the 

importance of family/school partnerships for student success in school. When parents are 

involved, children perform better in school (Moffitt, 1996). However, this study added to 
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the body of knowledge because it provided a better understanding of how grade 

configurations can influence parent involvement and, thus, influence the contribution of 

families’ time and support to their children’s success, as well as the support that families 

receive from educators to guide their children through school (Moffitt, 1996).  

Additionally, Howley (2002) found that when students transition from one narrowly 

configured school to another that it also seems to disrupt the school social structure in 

which learning takes place. This can result in a decrease in time of family contribution to 

their children’s education when children attend multiple schools within a district.  

Attempts to Support Students in Transitions 

While these challenges are evident, there have been some strategies that schools 

have employed to offset the difficulties of transitions.  

Freshman Academies 

One answer to the difficulties experienced by high school freshmen is the idea of 

“freshman academies”, where ninth grade students are insulated from stress caused by 

larger environments. These academies offer the advantage of smaller school settings and 

smaller student to teacher ratio. Many schools have made an effort to create these small 

schools, freshman academies, on high school campuses. These academies isolate the 

freshman students’ cores academic classes from the upperclassmen. Often, these 

academies offer classes in departmental clusters. The teachers in these academies 

typically have frequent common student-centered plan time. Often the benefit of the 

freshman academy is that is creates a smaller, more intimate community for students and 

teachers (Bennett, 2012). Although there are benefits to freshman academies, the 

introduction of a freshman academy often simply adds one additional layer of transition 
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into the experience of high school students as they transition into the larger high school at 

the beginning of their 10th grade year. 

 

Student Visits 

Some schools implement transition plans that include visiting the new school 

before the transition. This visit will normally focus on the routines of the new school, the 

layout of the school, locker and combination locks, and intermixing with older students. 

Often, when the transition happens from elementary to secondary there is a focus on the 

elective choices, extracurricular activities, and advanced paths available to students.  

Orientation activities that help students walk through the new routines are common. 

Schools also reach out to parents to ensure that there is a strong relationship between the 

parent and school. This allows the schools to help parents become more knowledgeable 

about the students‘ developmental needs  and concerns at this age (Anderman, 1999).   

Other Supports  

Symonds (2015) published a book about how to understand what happened to 

children and how to help them during times of school transition. The study took place in 

the United Kingdom and the United States, however, the focus was students at the ages of 

11 or 12 years old. Symonds (2015) contends that transition interventions are an essential 

component of transitions plans. She states that schools need to support the wellbeing of 

the students by bridging between the sending school and receiving school. Among those 

interventions recommended by Symonds (2015) are students allowing relationships to 

form with induction days, student information communicated clearly between the 

schools, the sending school and working on enhancing student organizational and social 
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skills prior to the transition, and teachers sharing pedagogy between the two schools 

through visits and observations. Symonds also suggests hosting parent nights in an 

attempt to relieve fears and anxieties of both the students and the parents (Symonds, 

2015).  

While much can be gleaned from the published research on student transitions at 

the middle or high school level, research is still needed for students transitioning at the 

elementary level to ensure that elementary schools can provide transition programs that 

meet the needs of the students experiencing the transition. 

Theoretical Framework 

Jean Piaget was one of the most significant researchers of the 20th century in 

regard to developmental psychology (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  Piaget believed that 

humans were different from animals because they are able to do abstract symbolic 

reasoning. Piaget’s main contribution to the field was related to intelligence, specifically 

the intelligence of children (Flavell, 1996). Through his work, he found that there was 

difference in thinking based on the age of the child and a qualitative difference in how 

younger children answered questions versus how older children answered questions 

(Flavell, 1996). Unlike other psychologists of his time who believed children and adults 

had much of the same capacity for intelligence, Piaget theorized this difference in 

thinking to be the result of children in different stages of life gradually building 

intelligence (Huitt & Hummel, 2003). This idea is the basis for Piaget’s Theory of 

Cognitive Development, which focused on two primary topics: the process of how we 

come to know and the stages we move through as this ability is acquired gradually.  

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development 
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Unlike other researchers of his time, Piaget believed that intelligence was not 

fixed. Instead, Piaget believed that cognitive development occurred in stages, and 

developed a general structure that designates a child’s behavior for each area of cognitive 

functioning. While Piaget believed that age was a condition for each stage, he also 

acknowledged that the age of acquisition of operations is highly influenced by the 

amount of cognitive stimulation to which a child was exposed (Muller et al, 2015). The 

cognitive stages begin with simple learning and progress through each stage   

characterized by a more complex understanding of the world.  

Sensorimotor  

The sensory motor stage is a stage that happens in infancy and typically lasts until 

18 months of age (Muller, 2009). This stage has six stages within. Intelligence is 

displayed through motor activity. Knowledge of the world is very minimal and is based 

on physical interactions and experiences. Object permanence is acquired by about 7 

months which is a skill that involves memory. Mobility allows infants to being to develop 

new intellectual abilities and some language (symbolic abilities) begins to develop (Huitt 

& Hummel, 2003).  

Preoperational Stage  

This stage happens in toddler years and early childhood (age 2-7) and has two 

substages. Memory and imagination are developed, language is acquired and matures, 

and intelligence is demonstrated through the use of symbols. Thinking is nonlogical and 

nonreversible in this stage. Children are extremely egocentric during this time (Huitt & 

Hummel, 2003).  

Concrete Operational Stage 
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This stage emerges around six to seven years and lasts until about age 11. 

Operations become coordinated and integrated into logical systems. Children in this stage 

are able to focus on more than one aspect of a situation. They are also able to mentally 

reverse transformations that have occurred in reality.  In this stage possibility remains an 

extension of reality (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  

Formal Operational Stage 

This stage begins in adolescence (age 12) and continues through adulthood. 

During this stage adolescents and adults being to think abstractly and are able to reason 

through hypothetical problems. Their thinking is not solely reliant on their reality. This 

allows beings to think more about philosophical, moral, ethical, social, and political 

issues. These issues require theoretical and abstract reasoning. Beings are able to use 

more deductive reasoning and can reason from general information to more specific 

information (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  

Figure 1. Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. 
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Cognitive Processes of Intelligence 

 Piaget described intelligence in terms of adapting to the environment (Reinking, 

et al., 2000). Piaget theorized that beings adapt to their environment by controlling 

schemas, or mental organizations, used to represent the world and impact how beings 

respond to their environment and decide to respond to their environment (Huitt & 

Hummel, 2003). Piaget believed that humans were born with reflexes, or certain schemas 

that began at birth. In animals, these reflexes were used throughout life to control 

behavior (Huitt & Hummel, 2003). In human beings, however, these reflexes are quickly 

replaced with constructed schemes.  In Piaget’s theory there are two processes by which 

individuals develop schema in order to adapt to his/her environment: assimilation and 

accommodation (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  

Assimilation and accommodation define a developmental reality in which 

individuals conceptualize new information, eventually leading to adaptation. The two 

processes are described in more detail below.  

Assimilation  

 Assimilation is the process of merging current knowledge with new information 

without changing the existing structures. During assimilation, children attempt to use 

existing schema to understand a new situation or phenomena (Reinking, et al., 2000).  

Assimilation is a pre-cursor to accommodation and therefore, learners in the stages of 

development of assimilation may not be able to accommodate certain information 

presented (Reinking, et al., 2000). This creates an environment in which assimilation 
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alone is inadequate for knowledge acquisition (Reinking, et al., 2000).  

 

Accommodation 

 Accommodating new information requires that existing schema are restructured 

based on new information. Eventually, this new information results in a fundamental 

restructuring and reorientation of schema allowing the child to view and experience the 

world in new terms (Reinking, et al., 2000).   Accommodation requires a combination of 

maturation and experience. Each of the cognitive stages of Piaget’s theory, then, leads to 

increased capacity to accommodate and adapt to new information (Reinking, et al., 2000).    

Use of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development in Education 

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development was not explicitly developed for 

education.   However, researchers have been applying it to learning and teaching for 

decades (McLeod, 2018).   Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development is considered to be 

a major contribution to the field of cognitive development. Halford (1987) stated that 

Piaget’s works have contributed to present day theories of schema and the concept of 

constraints on learning.  Gelman (1979) claimed that Piaget gave psychology some of the 

most reliable phenomena which supported the assertation that field of cognitive 

development was relevant. A study conducted to look at integrating digital technologies 

into literacy instruction (Reinking, et al., 2000), used the developmental framework of 

Piaget’s theory of development to look at how learning develops through the process of 

assimilation and accommodation. Piaget’s theory of Cognitive Development is a theory 

that is used as a cornerstone to furthering theories on cognitive development. 

Use of Theory in This Study 
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The stages of cognitive development as well as the cognitive processes of 

assimilation, accommodation, and adaptation help provide insight to better understand 

how school staff perceive major transitions in the early elementary years effects the 

capability of children to adapt to a new learning environment.  Students in this study were 

experiencing transitions at the age stage of Concrete Operational. Thinking at this stage is 

when children begin to discover logic and utilize inductive reasoning. The brain learns to 

rearrange thoughts and understand that actions can be reversed by doing the opposite. 

Children at this age begin to understand themselves better and have the realization that 

their thoughts and feeling are unique and may not necessarily match those of others. 

During this stage children may not always think rationally. This is a critical time in 

development to experience a transition. Students are presented with new information with 

varying abilities to assimilate and accommodate this information. Piaget’s Theory of 

Cognitive Development helps explain the ability of students at this age to accommodate 

to their new environment based on previous knowledge and experiences.  
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Schools and districts are reconsidering grade configurations in buildings because 

of many factors: accountability systems, funding, and facilities.  However, research 

shows that while some students transition successfully from building to building or grade 

to grade, other students are not as successful (Alspaugh, 1998).  Additionally, most 

research on transitions has been conducted at the secondary level, with little literature 

studying the impacts of transitions at early ages (Parker, 2009; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac 

Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991).  This study attempted to address the gap in literature, 

and using Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development theory, to understand how 

transitions may or may not meet students’ basic needs in order for students to adapt to the 

new school environment.  This qualitative case study sought to explore teacher, 

administrator and counselor perceptions regarding the influence of transitions between 

third and fourth grades on 4th grade student adaptation to the educational environment.  

 

The following research questions guided this study: 
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1. How does a select school in one school district implement transitions for students 

between third and fourth grade? 

a. What are the strategies used to support students before, during, and after 

student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

b. How does school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) perceive 

their role in student transitions between third and fourth grade?  

2. What challenges have school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) 

experienced in student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

a. How have school staff addressed these challenges? 

Research Design 

 This qualitative case study sought to provide an understanding of the influence of 

transitions from third to fourth grades from the perspectives of participants who were 

involved with students who made this transition from third grade to a new fourth grade 

and fifth grade school in a mid-west suburban district. Qualitative research allowed the 

researcher to investigate experiences, which included feelings and thought processes 

(Straus & Corbin, 1998). As a case study, the researcher was able to study the complex 

phenomena of transitions at a fourth grade and fifth grade level within this school district 

(Yin, 2014). This allowed the researcher to explore perceptions as well as lived 

experiences of the participants regarding third to fourth grade transitions into a new 

building (Straus & Corbin, 1998).  

Population and Sampling 

Population.  The population of this study included counselors, administrators, 

and teachers from within a suburban school district just outside a large urban district. The 
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school district had a school population of over 8,000 students in 2014.  The district 

was organized into four levels: seven early childhood programs housing Prekindergarten 

through third grade, two fourth/fifth grade elementary schools, one middle school 

containing sixth through eighth grades, and a high school campus which housed grades 

nine through twelve.   

The study was conducted in a mid-sized, suburban district in a Midwestern state.  

The district enrolled approximately 8,500 students at the time the study was conducted.  Of 

these students, 71% identified as Caucasian, 12% as Hispanic, and 16% identified as other 

ethnicities.  District-wide, 44% of students were eligible for free and reduced lunch.  As 

indicated earlier in this chapter, this study was chosen because the district had created a 

feeder pattern that increased the number of transitions for children, often at an earlier age.  

The district included seven early childhood centers (Pre-K-3), two elementary schools (4-

5), one middle school (6-8), and one high school (9-12).   

 One school within the selected school district was chosen as the case for this 

study. This school was selected because it was a fourth grade and fifth grade center, and 

the student demographics in the school closely paralleled student demographics in the 

district. This school received students from three feeder schools. Two of the feeder 

schools were Title I schools, and one was not. Students attended the selected school for 

the short span of two years.  

In 2017, the selected school had greater than a 95% attendance rate for student 

daily attendance and 96% parent participation at Parent/Teacher conferences. 

Approximately 17% of the student population qualified for special education services, 

and 43% of students qualified for Free/Reduced lunch. The population of the school met 
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the needs of the study because a majority of the students attending the school previously 

attended and transitioned from a Pre-K through third grade school within the district.  

Participant Selection .  Purposeful sampling was used to identify participants for 

this study. Participants of this study included two third grade teachers, two fourth grade 

teachers, two administrators of the 4th and 5th grade students, and two counselors of 4th 

and 5th grade students who attend a suburban elementary school in a Midwestern state. 

Administrators, teachers, and counselors were selected so that varied perspectives from 

different individuals within the school were collected. The school had two administrators, 

a principal, and an assistant principal, and both were asked to participate in the study. 

Additionally, both counselors in the school were asked to participate. Twelve fourth 

grade teachers were invited to participate although only two teachers participated. Twelve 

third grade teachers were also invited to participate, and only two accepted the request. 

Teachers that volunteered were selected for the study.    

Data Collection 

 Construct validity is the accuracy within a case study’s measures to reflect the 

concepts being studied (Yin, pg .238, 2014).  To ensure good data collection I used 

multiple sources of evidence, created a case study database, maintained a chain of 

evidence, and exercised care when using data from electronic sources.  A strength in data 

collection for a case study was the possibility to use many different sources of evidence. 

Therefore, three primary data sources were utilized in this study: interviews, 

observations, and documents. Interviews were conducted with two 3rd grade teachers 

from the sending schools, two 4th grade teachers from the receiving school, two 

counselors from the receiving school, and two administrators from the receiving school. 
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Participants were asked about their role in the transition process, the perception of the 

success of the transition plan for incoming 4th graders, and how this process supports or 

does not support students cognitively at this age.  Observations of the 4th grade Parent 

Meeting and each 3rd grade school visit to the school were conducted. Finally, 

artifacts/documents that were used to aid in the student transition were collected. This 

included a third grade information card template that was filled out by 3rd grade teachers 

and given to 4th grade teachers, handouts from the parent meeting, Facebook posts and 

videos, and newsletters sent to families of incoming 4th grade students.  

Interviews. Patton (2002) describes the need for interviews to collect qualitative 

data. Interviews allowed me to find out directly from the participant information that 

could not be observed such as thoughts, feelings, and intentions (Patton, 2002).  Eight 

interviews were conducted as part of this study.  Interviews questions sought to extract 

responses that helped answer the research questions.  A semi-structured interview 

protocol was utilized. The interviews were approximately 25 minutes. The interviews for 

the counselors and administrators took place at the school where the study was 

conducted. The interviews with the third-grade teachers took place at the researcher’s 

school, and the two interviews with the fourth-grade teachers were conducted via 

Facetime on cell phone.  All interviews were audiotaped, with permission of the 

interviewee, and interview transcripts were transcribed to aid in analysis.  

Observations.  To understand the complexities of the interactions between 

people, observation was a tool that allowed me to go a step further than what could be 

obtained verbally (Patton, 2002).  For this study, observations were made of transition 

opportunities and experiences for students.  As data collection took place in the Spring, 
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observations of transition activities for students who began fourth grade Fall 2019 were 

observed.  These events included parent and student meetings, and student visits to the 

receiving school. 

During observations, detailed field notes were taken.  As appropriate, maps of the 

setting were drawn, descriptions of the setting and interactions of participants were 

recorded, and notes related to Paiget’s Theory of Cognitive Development were balanced 

with emerging observations of the experience.  Then, I followed the recommendations of 

Merriam (1998) and reflectively wrote down any notes remembered after the observation.  

Observation field notes were used as raw data in the data analysis process. 

Document review.  Merriam (1998) states,  

In judging the value of a data source, one can ask whether it contains information 

or insights relevant to the research question and whether it can be acquired in a 

reasonably practical yet systematic manner (p. 105). 

For this study, these questions were used to guide document collection and review.  

Documents that were provided by the school for parents and students with the intent of 

easing transition were reviewed. Relevant documents included information and 

communication given to third grade students or parents prior to the transition, during the 

summer, and/or at the beginning of the school year. These included flyers, handouts, 

meeting agendas and notes, and electronic communications.  Documents or excerpts from 

documents were captured in a way that records and preserves context.  

Data Analysis 

 Huberman & Miles (1994) state that data analysis in qualitative studies is not off-

the-shelf; rather, it is custom-built, revised, and “choreographed”. For this study, the data 
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analysis process was guided by Merriam’s (1988) data analysis strategies for case study.  

Merriam (1988) states that “data collection and analysis is a simultaneous activity in 

qualitative research” (p. 123) and “analysis becomes more intensive once all the data are 

in” (p. 123).  Based on Merriam’s (1998) approach, the data analysis process for this 

study was approached from a spiraling approach as opposed to a linear approach. 

Although analysis began during the data collection process with reflective reading and 

followed emergent ideas to refine the study, steps were also taken after data collection to 

ensure intensive analysis. The following steps were followed by the researcher: 

 Code data. As the data was organized, I looked for connections within the data 

that presented themes. During the first read, I took notes on the data related to codes 

through the process of open coding.  During subsequent reads, I transferred identified 

codes onto another paper utilizing highlighters to organize likeness. This allowed for a 

closer look at data collected that may have otherwise become lost in the surrounding text. 

I then created an individual paper for each participant group and highlighted the similar 

themes with a highlighter.  I also organized the papers by participant group (teacher, 

administrator, counselor) and based on the levels of needs found in the theoretical 

framework in this study.  Codes were organized into categories through the process of 

axial coding and finally into themes. 

Organize Data. Interviews were transcribed verbatim after interviews are 

conducted. All of the interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents were 

organized in a format that allowed the researcher to review the data easily. While 

transcribing the interviews I looked for emerging themes. First, I took notes of possible 

categories on paper and color coded the categories by highlighting similar concepts of 
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significance. I then printed the transcript interviews and highlighted in the interview 

quotes that supported the emerging concepts or themes. I then reviewed all interview 

transcripts yet again to ensure that no other emerging themes or categories were missed. 

Once this was completed, I transferred the emerging categories or themes and quotes to 

another piece of paper with quotes to begin writing my results.    

 Generate categories or themes. As mentioned above, the coded data was 

organized into categories. Similar data that appeared to be connected was placed together 

in a category. If a piece of data supported multiple categories, the data was presented 

more than once. Categories were used to identify themes within the data.  Data was 

analyzed both for emerging themes and themes related to the theoretical framework of 

this study.   

 Interpret findings. Once themes were clearly identified, concept maps were 

used. This was another safeguard to ensure that regularities and irregularities that existed 

among the themes were identified. 

Researcher’s Role 

The data collected was mediated through the human instrument, the researcher. I, 

as the researcher, collected data through examining documents, observing behavior, and 

interviewing participants. Therefore, it was imperative that I communicated any pre-

existing assumptions or biases while also being transparent about how I fit into the 

context. I was previously employed in the district as a principal at the sister school in this 

study. This could have created bias in the responses from the principals, counselors, and 

teachers of the chosen school. One way I limited bias was by not studying her school and 

selecting the sister school in the district. Another important aspect for me was to 
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recognize these biases and let the interviewees voice and opinion speak in the findings of 

this research regardless if it aligned with my own personal views.  

 

 

Ethical Considerations 

I was an administrator in the district for seven years. I did not work in the 

building where the research was be conducted. However, given my familiarity of the 

district and the process for transitions in the district, I had to pay particular attention to 

the bias I may have harbored. As the researcher, I had to enter the environment with un-

biased eye to ensure that the research was conducted in an authentic manner. Reflexivity 

is the practice of intentionally revealing any underlying assumptions or biases have an 

influence on the type of questions the researcher asks or influences the way the researcher 

presents findings (Gay, Mills, Airasian, 2011). In my role as a former principal within the 

district, I inevitably knew more about the participants than if I was an outside entity 

coming into the building to conduct research. To truly record what the teachers’ 

experiences were in this structure, I needed to be aware of and report how my role of 

principal had the potential to affect the questions asked and how the data was collected is 

presented, and I had to take precautions to remove my biases from the process. In this 

particular study context, I served as the administrator at a fourth grade and fifth grade 

building within the same district. This responsibility and experience of this position may 

have naturally created bias for me. Because of this, as researcher, I had the responsibility 

to be reflective about how my former position may have influenced my opinion and bias. 

I had the responsibility to recognize these challenges and bias and to minimize the impact 
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it had on my research and findings. I was careful to listen to the voices of participants in 

the study to gain an understanding of their perceptions. I was aware of my preconceived 

notions and prevented those from influencing my research and results. 

 Reflexivity is a reminder to the qualitative researcher to attend to the cultural, 

political, social, linguistic, and ideological beginnings of one’s own perspective (Patton, 

2002). With qualitative research, the collection and investigation of interviews, 

observations, and documents all depend on the judgment and thoroughness of the 

researcher. This requires researchers to be forthcoming with experiences and avoid bias 

in reporting data.  

Assumptions 

 Patton (2002) states that a key assumption of action research is that people in a 

setting are able to solve problems by studying themselves. It is assumed that the 

participants in the interviews were forthcoming and honest in their responses. It is 

assumed that the interviewer presented concerns that when addressed could help lessen 

the negative impacts of transitions on students. It is also assumed that the participants of 

the study treated me as such, and not as a principal in the sister school within the district.  

While coding and transcribing it is assumed that there have been no errors.  

Trustworthiness of Findings 

In order for research to have merit, it is essential that I acted with neutrality. The 

research was conducted in such a manner that sought honest, meaningful, credible, and 

empirically supported findings.  There were no predetermined results. My role was to 

understand the world as it unfolded, allow multiple perspectives, and be balanced in 

reporting.  
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Table 1 

Trustworthiness Criteria and Examples 

Criteria/Technique Result Examples 

Credibility 

Prolonged engagement  Built trust 
 Developed rapport 
 Built relationships 
 Obtained accurate 

data 
 

I worked in the district and 
have worked with teachers 
and counselors at this building 
for years through PLC’s. 

Persistent observation  Obtained in-depth 
data 

 Obtained accurate 
data 

 Sorted relevancies 
from irrelevancies 
 

I observed the school setting 
on multiple days.  
 

Triangulation  Verified data 

 

I collected multiple sources of 
data: interviews, observations, 
documents, and website 
information. 
 

Peer debriefing  Tested  

 

I worked with doctorate cohort 
members and faculty members 
to review my process. 
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Criteria/Technique Result Examples 

Transferability 

Referential adequacy  Provided a 
comprehensive 
picture of the 
program 
 

Data gathered from 
observations and interviews 
helped provide the staff 
perceptions of the students’ 
transitions. 
 

Thick description  Provided a data base 
for transferability 
judgment 
 

 Provided a vicarious                     
experience for the 
reader 

 

I provided a detailed 
description of the site and 
participants selected for the 
study.  

 

The credibility of qualitative research relies on three main criteria: rigorous 

research techniques and methods that attend to validity, reliability, and triangulation, the 

credibility of the researcher, and philosophical beliefs in the value of qualitative research 

(Patton, 2002). Triangulation is the premise that not one single view can provide an 

adequate explanation. Triangulation calls for multiple means of data collection, often 

done in the form of observations, interviews and document reviews (Patton, 2002).  

Summary 

Chapter III gives a description of the qualitative research methodology used in this study. 

The research design including data collection, site selection, participant selection, 

observations, interviews, document reviews, the researcher’s role, and data analysis were 

all examined. Next, Ethical considerations and assumptions were explored with bias 
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stated. Finally, the trustworthiness table with descriptions of credibility, triangulation, 

and transferability is included.  

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter IV 

 

PRESENTATION OF THE CASE  

 

The purpose of this case study is to better understand the perspective of teachers, 

counselors and administrators involved in the student transition process between third 

grade and fourth grade in one select school district and explore how the transition process 

aligns to the cognitive development of early childhood students. The focus will be 

described from 3rd grade teachers’, 4th grade teachers’, counselors’ and administrators’ 

perspective of how the transition process supports the cognitive development of the 

transitioning students. This section outlines the data that was collected during research. A 

description of the school where the study was conducted, data collections, data analysis, 

and any emerging themes.  

 This chapter will present data gathered through documents and artifacts, staff 

interviews, and observations all relating to the transition process for incoming 4th grade 

students. All collected data will be viewed through the lens of Piaget’s Theory of 
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Cognitive Development. The interview questions, observations, and data collection were 

completed with looking through the lens of assimilation, accommodation, and adaptation 

according to Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development and the Concrete Operational 

Stage that students at the age of this transition are expected to be experiencing. This was 

done informally as the data was collected but was formalized after data analysis once the 

themes emerged. The chapter begins with a description of the school where the study 

took place, followed by an analysis of observations, dissection of documents and artifacts 

collected, and finally a presentation of themes that emerged through this analysis. 

Community Context 

The Gene School District [a pseudonym] in this study is located within a suburban 

community in a Midwestern state. According to the 2010 census, the population of this 

community was 22,709. The town, Morrowville [a pseudonym] was founded in the 

1890’s and was originally designed with one main street where the blacksmith, bank, 

restaurants, lumber yards, grocery store, saloons, and barbershop were located. The 

original town had an organized library that was established by 1905. Over 120 years later, 

many descendants of the families that were part of the homesteading of the original town 

live in the community instilling a strong sense of history and pride within the community.  

Within the current public-school system there is high community involvement. 

Each school year is started with a back-to-school event hosted by the Chamber of 

Commerce where gifts and coupons from community businesses are given to teachers 

new to the district, a district-wide breakfast for all district employees (teachers, bus 

drivers, custodians, secretaries, teachers’ aides, etc.) is sponsored by local businesses, and 

the superintendent hosts an August meeting at the administration building. To sustain 
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community involvement, the superintendent attends monthly community coffee events 

and the district invests in a district-level office dedicated to community connection.  The 

Community Education Office provides resources and services for students and their 

families to impact the larger community. Additionally, the school district houses a 

volunteer system where volunteers help teachers with everyday tasks including making 

paper copies, decorating bulletin boards, and organizing holiday parties. There are many 

volunteers that do not have children in the school system, but instead they are simply are 

members of the community who care about the school system.  

Gene School District serves Pre-K through secondary education and covers 68 

square miles. It has seven Pre-K-3 elementary schools, two 4-5 elementary schools, one 

middle school, and one high school that was opened in 2012. The district has one 

superintendent, two assistant superintendents, a curriculum department, special education 

department, community education department, maintenance department, and a human 

resource department, technology department. The district enrolled approximately 8,500 

students. Of these students, 71% identified as Caucasian, 12% as Hispanic, and 16% 

identified as other ethnicities.  District-wide, 44% of students were eligible for free and 

reduced lunch.  The district has seven early childhood centers (Pre-K-3), two elementary 

schools (4-5), one middle school (6-8), and one high school (9-12).   

School Context 

This study examines one elementary school within this suburban district, 

Huntsman Elementary [a pseudonym]. The school’s 2019 profile listed the student 

population of Huntsman at 592 students. Huntsman Elementary is one of only two 

schools in the district which serves 4th and 5th grade students only. The other 4/5 school is 
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Ketcher Elementary [a pseudonym]. The 4th grade students in Huntsman Elementary 

school come from three smaller feeder schools: Carroll Elementary, Chase Elementary, 

and Driver Elementary [also pseudonyms]. 

Huntsman Elementary is located on the east side of town. Although the district 

serves 68 square miles, Huntsman Elementary and its feeder schools are in close distance 

to one another. Of the three feeder schools, the largest feeder school, Carroll Elementary, 

is located behind Huntsman Elementary and within walking distance. Driver Elementary 

is less than a mile away from Huntsman Elementary, and the final feeder school, Chase 

Elementary is less than two miles away. The one high school in the district is also located 

less than a mile from Huntsman Elementary.  

Huntsman Elementary has greater than a 95% attendance rate for student daily 

attendance and 94% parent participation at Parent/Teacher conferences. Approximately 

18% of the student population qualify for special education services, and 47% of students 

qualify for Free/Reduced lunch.   

Of the two 4/5 elementary schools, Huntsman Elementary has consistently 

performed higher on the state assessments than its’ sister school, Ketcher Elementary. 

Huntsman also has a lower number of students qualifying for free/reduced lunches, a 

lower percentage of students identified as needing special education services, a lower 

mobility rate, and lower number of suspensions. Compared to its sister school, Ketcher 

Elementary, he teachers at Huntsman Elementary have a higher average of years worked 

in education and within the district. Huntsman Elementary has made minimal new teacher 

hires each year since its opening and has been led by the same principal since its’ opening 

whereas Ketcher has had three different head principals.  
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 The inside of the school, the outdoor areas, and the entrances are in good physical 

condition and are well-maintained. Huntsman Elementary began as a middle school, so 

the hallways, gym, and cafeteria are bigger than a typical elementary school. The office is 

the main entrance to the school and all other doors are locked when school is in session. 

The class sizes are relatively low with 24-26 students in each classroom. There is student 

work posted throughout the building, and there is a “pit” or central meeting point just 

outside of the office where presentations are held. The school is organized into “pods” 

where four classrooms, lockers, restrooms and water fountains are located. The school is 

comprised of two main hallways. Outside of each pod area is a bulletin board that is 

decorated by that pod’s teachers.  

There was an appearance of organization to Huntsman Elementary. Many of the 

teachers have taught at the school since its opening, so it is apparent that processes within 

the school are clear. Unaccompanied students traveling through the building during the 

day were walking with purpose, and classes that walked down the hall together did so in 

an orderly fashion. Students seemed to be comfortable and happy in the school setting 

with clear understandings of their expectations for behavior and school procedures.  A 

recent addition of security locks requires visitors to be buzzed into the office by office 

staff. All visitors are required to sign into an electronic scanner that scans drivers’ 

licenses and conducts a brief background check. Once checked in, visitors receive a 

badge sticker to wear inside the building notifying all staff that the visitor has indeed 

checked into the office.  

Throughout the visits, it was also apparent that the principal had a good rapport 

with the students. He was able to make small jokes throughout his presentation and the 
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student council members in attendance seemed to enjoy his personality. It was obvious 

that the current students at this school had regular interactions with the building principal. 

 

 

 

Participants 

There was a total of eight interviews conducted for this study. Table 1 shows the 

participants and their years of experience within the district.  

Table 2.  Participants Years of Experience in Current School 

Participant  Years in School 

3rd grade Teacher 1 

 Carol 

 2 

3rd grade Teacher 2 

Jim  

 3 

4th grade Teacher 3 

Angela 

 8 

4th grade Teacher 4 

Meredith 

 8 

Principal  

Michael 

 8 

Assistant Principal  

Jenny 

 5 

Counselor 1 

Jan 

 2 

Counselor 2 

Katy 

 8 

 

Teacher 1 

Carol is a White traditionally certified third-grade teacher at one of the three Pre-

K-3 feeder schools.  Carol is a young teacher, in her mid-twenties, who exudes a positive 
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outlook on education and the transition process. She has taught in her current school for 

two years with a total of two years of experience. Prior to teaching at her current school, 

she was a teacher intern. Because of her successful performance as an intern teacher, she 

was hired as a teacher the following year. She is a quiet teacher, and she does not prefer 

confrontation with peers or with parents. Carol is an active member of a professional 

learning community at her school. She willingly volunteers to assist in any way her PLC 

may need. She not only works with the teachers within her school, but she also works 

with teachers across the district on curriculum pacing and assessments. Her classroom is 

very organized and has a calm feel to it. She is always striving to perfect her craft. She 

was eager to participate in the interviews. 

Teacher 2  

 Jim works as a third-grade teacher in one of the feeder schools, which was 

different than Carol, is in his late fifties. He is a veteran teacher who has worked in this 

district for less than five years, but prior to coming to this district he worked for several 

years in a rural school district. He is White and has a total of 26 years in education with a 

traditional certification. He participates in district professional learning communities as 

well as the professional learning community within his school. He has a relaxed 

classroom management system. He is quiet, has a dry sense of humor, and tends to stay 

on task at all times during school meetings. He is very much “business” oriented. He 

expresses his opinions only on very controversial topics discussed in PLC. He has an 

easy-going demeanor. 

Teacher 3  
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 Angela is a traditionally certified 4th grade teacher at Huntsman Elementary. She 

has worked at the school since its opening in 2012. She is an experienced teacher who 

has taught in other schools prior to her time at Huntsman Elementary for a total of 14 

years in education. Angela is White and in her late forties. She spoke very highly of her 

colleagues. She would often refer to decisions and strategies she used collectively, stating 

that she and her team made decisions and implemented strategies that were discussed 

together as a team.  She is viewed as a lead teacher in her building and has participated 

on various committees at her school.  Her classroom has a welcoming feel with several 

bright colors and encouraging signs posted throughout. Her teacher desk took up minimal 

space. This allowed room to put student desks into groups. She also had a “teacher” 

horseshoe table where she worked with students in small groups.  

Teacher 4 

Meredith, a White teacher in her late forties, has been a 4th grade teacher at 

Huntsman Elementary since its opening in 2012. She has a total of 16 years of experience 

in education and is traditionally certified. Meredith had her student desks arranged in 

groups. She had two large whiteboards in her classroom and a SmartBoard. She also had 

a “teacher” table where she worked with students in small groups. The small groups were 

based on the students’ skill level and proficiency on taught skills. Meredith participated 

in PLC groups at her school and was also on the leadership committee within the 

building. In her interview, she repeatedly expressed her great love for her students. She 

was eager to talk positively about the transition process and about her colleagues. 

Counselor  



   

 52 

Jan, a White teacher in her mid-fifties, has worked at Huntsman Elementary for 

two school years. Prior to being employed in the district, she worked at a school district 

that was similar to this district. She is a very experienced counselor with 30 years of 

traditionally certified experience in education. Her office was very organized and large. It 

was large enough to comfortably meet with parents, students, or small groups of students. 

She was soft-spoken, but clear in her interview answers. 

 

 

Counselor 2 

 Katy, a White teacher in her late 30’s, has been at Huntsman Elementary since its 

opening in 2012. She is an experienced counselor who has been able to work in more 

than one school building in the district during her career for a total of 16 years. She is 

traditionally certified.  Not only has she worked in more than one building, she has had 

her own children attend different buildings throughout the district, so she is deeply rooted 

in the town. She was able to talk about the history of the school and how processes have 

stayed consistent since the opening of the school with only slight changes. She was 

willing to talk about individual conversations that she has experienced with students 

which helped showcase the struggles that some transitioning students may face. Katy was 

soft-spoken and had a sweet demeanor. 

Assistant Principal  

 The assistant principal of Huntsman Elementary, Jenny, was a teacher in a 

neighboring district before becoming the assistant principal. Overall, she has 17 years of 

experience in education being traditionally certified. She is in her early forties and is 
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White.  During her interview, she spoke highly of the school, Huntsman Elementary 

teachers, and the district as a whole. She works well with parents, students, and teachers. 

She is well regarded by the teachers in the building and among district administration. In 

fact, her reputation in the district was so strong, that she was hired at the end of the 

school year in this study as the head principal of one of the lower elementary schools in 

the district. She was concise in her answers, but she was willing to expand when asked. 

 

 

Principal  

The principal of Huntsman Elementary, Michael, has been at the school since its’ 

opening in 2012 and has spent his entire education career in the building. He was been in 

education for 21 years, is White, and he is in his mid-forties.  When Huntsman was a 

middle school, Michael was a science teacher and later an assistant principal. Michael is a 

very dedicated principal who often spends his evenings and weekends working to make 

sure that he has a clear plan to present to teachers. It was reported that he checks in 

frequently with colleagues and staff to make sure everyone is doing well. He believes in 

doing what is good for the district and all students, not solely what is good for his school. 

To his staff, Michael is known as a team player who likes to collaborate with others. Due 

to his work ethic, his character, and his time in the district, he is regarded around the 

district as a great educator and successful principal.   

Transition Strategies 

The student transition process into Huntsman Elementary from feeder schools was 

created when the school first opened and has only been minorly adjusted since that time. 
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This process includes embedded strategies for connecting the schools and staff at all 

school sites work together to implement the strategies such as specific means of 

communication between the sending schools and receiving schools. The process begins at 

the beginning of the second semester for 3rd grade students. This is prior to their 

transition to Huntsman Elementary beginning just after Winter Break and continuing 

throughout the spring and summer before school starts. 

 

 

3rd Grade Visits  

Principal Michael contacts the parents of the feeder schools via e-mail to let them 

know about the upcoming events that will be hosted at Huntsman Elementary. He 

explains the 3rd grade visits and parent meetings leading up to the start of the upcoming 

school year. The goal of the 3rd grade visits is to introduce the students to the building, 

staff, and school procedures. The goal of the parent meeting is to introduce the parents to 

the school, the staff, and the school procedures. Students are encouraged to attend the 

meeting with the parents which allows the opportunity for the new students to show their 

parents around the building sharing what they learned during the 3rd grade visits.  The 

staff are at the school during this meeting to be available to answer questions. The goal of 

the parent meeting is to lessen the anxiety of the parents and to boost the incoming 

students’ confidence by being able to access the building for a second time.  

 Each of the feeder schools came to Huntsman Elementary for a “3rd grade visit.” 

The three 3rd grade visits followed the same format with the exception of two schools 

riding the bus and one school walking to Huntsman Elementary for the tour. I observed 
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three meetings and will give a description of the meeting format which was consistent for 

all three meetings. The meeting began with the 3rd grade students being greeted by 5th 

grade student council members as they walked into an area known as “the pit.” The 

principal began the meeting by introducing himself and other key staff – the 4th grade and 

5th grade counselors and explaining that the assistant principal was out of the building for 

the day. The 4th grade counselor spoke to the students introducing herself and explaining 

that both counselors are available to help students. She mentioned that they would teach 

guidance classes one time a month, just as the students were accustomed to at the 3rd 

grade school. She said they were both available to meet on a daily basis. She also said 

they attend the morning assembly each morning, so they are easily accessible. The 

principal then introduced a WatchDOG dad who attends the school almost daily. The 

WatchDOG program is a program run by the school to encourage male volunteers to 

spend time at the school with the students. The principal also introduced the school nurse 

and pointed out the office where the school secretaries were working. He mentioned that 

the assistant principal had taken a new job at another school, and he stated that he would 

announce the new assistant principal as soon as the new appointment was approved by 

the school board.  

 The principal continued with information about the school day including when 

school, breakfast, and the morning assembly begin. He reassured students that they only 

needed to worry about two things on the first day of school – who their teacher was and 

where to find the gym. He continued to reassure students about the size of the building. 

He assured them that they would have the layout of the building memorized within a few 

days.  
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The school’s building has what they call “CHAMPS posters” hanging throughout 

the school. These posters explain the procedure for different behaviors throughout the 

building, including getting a drink at the water fountain, walking in the hallway, getting 

into lockers, and how to behave in classrooms. He told the students that at this school, 

“We are CHAMPS in all we do.” He also pointed out banners that said, “Ready, 

Respectful, Responsible.” This is a common theme throughout the district and is 

something that is utilized at the feeder schools. At this time 5th grade student council 

members took students on tours throughout the building that lasted approximately 20 

minutes. The students were able to tour classrooms, the playground, the indoor recess 

area, the cafeteria, the gym, the library and a few of the specials classes. After the tour 

the students returned to the pit for a question/answer session. After this session, the 

students were dismissed to go back to their current school building.  

Parent Meeting  

 Mrs. Jan describes the parent meeting at Huntsman Elementary as,  

a night where parents can come up to the school, tour the building, and get a little 

bit of information on how fourth grade will be for the students. Parents from all 

three sending schools attend this one meeting. At this time students can tour again 

with their parents which is the second time that the students will have been to the 

school. 

The parent meeting took place at the school in the evening. This meeting occurred 

a week after the 3rd grade meetings were complete. As the parents walked into the gym, 

they walked by a table with a yellow handout with school information available for pick 

up. The teachers in attendance at the meeting entered the gym and took seats in front of 
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the parents. Principal Michael started the meeting by introducing himself and stating that 

he has worked at this particular school for 21 years. He explained that he began as a 

teacher when the building was a middle school. He then moved into the position of 

assistant principal when it was a middle school, and finally he served as the principal of 

the elementary school.  Principal Michael then vocalized the goal for the evening by 

saying,  

The goal for today is a second visit for the students, to hit the high points of how 

Huntsman Elementary is run, and allow you all (the parents) to have a self-guided 

tour with the assistance of your student. 

He then introduced the teachers. In attendance was the librarian, 10 4th grade teachers, an 

instructional specialist, the Gifted teacher, a counselor, two special education teachers, 

the PE teacher, the art teacher, the STEM teacher, and the music teacher. All teachers 

were wearing a school t-shirt allowing them to be easily recognized. Mr. Michael 

bragged on his teachers stating, “We have an amazing staff at Huntsman Elementary. We 

are proud to be an ‘A’ school, and our teachers work hard every day to help school be 

special.”  

Mrs. Jenny, the assistant principal, was not present at this meeting, and the 

principal announced that the new assistant principal would be hired that evening at the 

school board meeting. He thanked the parents for attending, noting that he understood 

how busy they were. He then had his volunteer organization leaders introduce themselves 

and encourage parents to participate. Principal Michael continued with information about 

a typical school day and more information about the back to school night. He did a brief 

overview of how the school day begins, where to drop off students, where they eat 
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breakfast and lunch, lockers and rules, a flipped schedule that happens on Wednesdays, 

specials classes, and dismissal procedures.  

He talked about the various way that the school communicates to parents: 

Facebook, the Schools App, School Messenger, and text and e-mails sent to parents. 

Throughout the school, teachers communicate through Monday folders that include 

newsletters and flyers. Teachers also communicate via e-mail. He covered the dress code 

policy of the district and very clearly communicated that if parents are coming to the 

office that they need to have their ID with them. He mentioned the way the school 

recognizes good behavior, and he finally pointed out the CHAMPS posters listed 

throughout the schools which list the procedures of various activities. He ended the 

meeting by reminding parents to make sure that their contact information was updated in 

the school system and stating the student creed for the school was written by the first 

group of students to attend the school as an elementary school.  

 At this time, teachers headed back to their classrooms, and parents were invited to 

walk through the school building being led by their students. As soon as they were done 

touring the building, they were all free to leave. The formal meeting in the gym took 33 

minutes which allowed the students and parents approximately 30 minutes to roam the 

building, meet with staff members, and get a better “feel” for the building. Along with the 

tour, there was also the opportunity for parents to stop by the volunteer table to get more 

information or visit with volunteer leaders. The principal stayed in the gym and visited 

with any parents that had questions. He had three sets of parents waiting for him. One had 

a question about riding the bus, one wanted to “catch up” because a former child had 
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attended the school, and the final one has some basic questions about the school 

procedures.  

Communications 

 The final two steps of the transition process include communication over the 

summer and a back to school event. The goal of the summer communication is to ensure 

that students and parents feel informed about the coming year and the procedures of the 

school. The back to school event involves the parents, students, teachers, counselors, and 

administrators of Huntsman Elementary. The goal of the back to school event is that 

students meet their classroom teacher and are also able to access the building for a third 

time before school starts, hopefully decreasing any anxiety students may be feeling and 

increasing their confidence for the first day of school. The 3rd grade visits, parent 

meeting, and communication is explained in more detail below. 

  Principal Michael believes that communication is key to a successful transition. 

He ensures that communication takes place in several different ways, including formal 

and informal. Principal Michael communicates with a variety of stakeholders during the 

process including the teachers, counselors and assistant principal at Huntsman 

Elementary, the teachers, counselors, and administrators at the three feeder schools, the 

third grade students that will attend Huntsman Elementary, the student council students at 

Huntsman Elementary, and the parents of the incoming students. He varies the way that 

he communicates with each of these stakeholder groups. Some communication is done by 

email, some in person by conducting meetings, some communication is written in flyers 

that are sent home or a school newsletter, and some of the communication is done 
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through social media posts. Principal Michael prioritizes communication during the 

transition process thus he communicates in several different ways.  

 Teacher to Teacher Communication Cards. After state testing that takes place 

in April, the 3rd grade teachers are asked to fill out information cards on each of their 

students. These cards are to be used by Huntsman Elementary staff to make classroom 

rosters. The counselors and administrators of Huntsman Elementary meet with the feeder 

schools’ counselors and administrators to talk through any student concerns or pertinent 

student or family information that needs to be shared. The goal of this meeting is to share 

information that will aid Huntsman Elementary in class placement of particular students 

to help ensure a smooth transition. It also informs Huntsman Elementary staff of any 

specific needs that incoming students or families may have. 

Facebook posts and videos. Between the middle of July until the start of school 

year the school posted information nine times on Facebook to families. The beginning of 

the posts let readers know important dates and volunteer opportunities and indicated that 

more information would be coming soon. At the beginning of August, the principal 

posted a video of himself and the new assistant principal saying “hello” to their school 

family, showing off the new school t-shirts and theme for the year, listing specific 

information about the back to school night event, and highlighting an attached newsletter 

that contained specific information about the start of school. They ended the video by 

stating that they were happy and looking forward to meeting kids and their families at the 

back to school event.  

School newsletter. The school newsletter gave specific information about the 

back to school night event. In order to decrease the crowd, the school held each grade 
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level meeting at separate times with the 5th grade meetings following directly behind the 

4th grade meetings. The newsletter described the rationale for splitting the two grade 

levels by stating, “We are trying to tame the crazy atmosphere of Back to School Night. 

This means more focused time sitting down and hearing from your child’s teacher about 

the year ahead.” The newsletter was laid out with clear headings: Introducing Back to 

School Night, Back to School Night Schedule, What to Expect in the Classroom, No 

Money Needed, Important Information, and Enrollment and Residency Verification. 

Some of the information included was new to the parents, such as students being able to 

bring supplies on that night to drop off in the classrooms, and most of the information 

provided was repeated information such as enrollment and residency verification that had 

been sent out to parents previously by the district and school.  

 In the “What to Expect in the Classroom” section of the newsletter it stated the 

following to describe what to expect during the back to school meeting,  

Students and children are welcome in the classroom for this presentation, but 

please encourage your children to be quiet and good listeners, so that all can hear 

the important information being presented. After several minutes, homeroom 

teachers and their partners will switch classrooms so that parents and kids can 

stay in the same room. 

The school newsletter very clearly laid out the expectations for the back to school night.  

Parent meeting flyer. The flyer that was available for parents to pick up at the 

parent meeting was a map of the building. The top of the parent meeting flyer was titled, 

“Huntsman Elementary – Home of the Ready, Respectful, and Responsible Student.” The 

flyer listed pertinent school information.  On the opposite side of the map was important 
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information such as drop off and pick up times, lunch times, specials availability, and 

other “miscellaneous” information including bringing IDs to check out children and 

making sure that the information parents had in the school information system was 

correct such addresses and phone numbers. It also had a section that informed students of 

each feeder school about bussing information for those students who had previously 

walked to school. Now that those students are attending a school that is not as close to 

home, they are able to ride a bus to school. Most of this information included in the 

handout was covered in the presentation done by the principal at the parent meeting. 

Principal Michael did explain that teacher requests were not accepted at the school, and 

that each student would receive a locker. He also stated that the lockers did not have 

locks.  
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CHAPTER V  

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Major Themes 

 In Chapter 3, a thick, rich description of the data was presented. In this chapter, I 

present the major themes that emerged from the analysis of the data. Each of the major 

themes, easing fears and anxiety, open communication, and team approach, are described 

in more detail in the sections that follow. 

Easing Fears and Anxiety  

One major theme that emerged through data analysis was the use of transition 

strategies to ease fears and anxieties of incoming students. Huntsman elementary 

intentionally addressed student fears and anxieties through a focus on procedures, 

multiple site visits, and facilitation of support for parents.  
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Focus on Procedures. Procedures were a main focus for the 3rd grade meeting as 

well as the parent meeting. The parent meeting began with a 30-minute meeting covering 

procedures and then 30 minutes to explore the building and ask additional questions to tie 

it all together. He states,  

Parents need to know arrival, dismissal, structure of the school, what it is 

like for their kid, basic rules that we have, class assignments, things like 

that. It is a lot of information to take in which is why we offer a 30- 

minute time at the end of the parent meeting where all fourth-grade 

teachers go back to their classroom spaces and answer questions for 

parents. It also allows parents and students to explore the building and put 

an eye on the locations we talk about when we cover procedures.  

Principal Michael notes that a one-time meeting is not enough to help parents feel 

comfortable with the procedures of the school. In addition to the parent meeting, 

Principal Michael sends communication to parents in a variety of ways which are all 

centered around procedures. He explained how he sent out the procedural information. At 

the beginning of his communication sent to parents via email and social media he 

provided broad procedural information such as what time school started, what time lunch 

was, and how to contact the school. As the beginning of the school year neared, the 

information was more specific. For example, just a few weeks before the start of school 

he sent out a video of their carline drop-off and pick-up procedures. This process of 

communication is done intentionally. Principal Michael said he shares the most 

frequently asked questions at the beginning of the transition process and then gradually 

shares more specific information about the school’s procedures the closer to the 
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beginning of school because that is when it is more likely for parents and students to 

remember the procedures. He stated,  

The whole goal is when the students come back for back to school night that those 

kids have already been to the building twice, and that they have a little bit of 

swagger. They come down the hall, and it is not fearful because it is not the first 

time they have been there. The feel like ‘we’ve been here’ and they know what to 

do to an extent.  

Principal Michael states that is why at the 3rd grade visits he focused on the overall rules 

of the school, pointing out the CHAMPS procedures posters throughout the building. 

They act as a visual reminder for students on what the procedures are for certain locations 

in the building. Again, at the parent meeting the CHAMPS procedures were mentioned as 

well as daily procedures such as morning drop off and afternoon pick up and teacher 

communication through Monday folders. When the principal and assistant principal 

posted a video to Facebook it was to make parents aware of the new procedures for back 

to school night. The principal noted, “This year we’ll do particular higher amounts of 

communication because back to school night is going to have a different structure than it 

has had in the past.”  

The newsletter that was sent out to parents prior to the start of school also covered 

common procedures that parents needed to be aware of before school started. The 

principal posted a very informative video about the parking lot procedures with pictures 

included to make sure parents were prepared for the procedures of the parking lot before 

the start of school. In the video, he repeated more than once that often times the school 

staff find themselves reassuring the parents that this is NOT a middle school, but an 
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elementary school. He also explained that the procedures of the building reflect that. The 

principal notes,  

The parents want to hear it’s going to be an elementary school. How is my kid 

going to be watched over and taken care of? How many adults are going to be 

supervising them? How do I get them safely here and to home? And so, through 

the notes home and through the parent orientation, we make sure we provide that 

information. 

 Mrs. Meredith, a 4th grade teacher, echoed the need to reassure parents that the transition 

did not mean that the new school was treated as a middle school. She said, “I know the 

principals work really hard at communicating exactly what to expect in fourth grade and 

that it's not a middle school, it's an elementary school and we treat it as such.” 

 Multiple Site Visits. Every staff member that was interviewed mentioned the 3rd 

grade visits as an integral part of the transition process because it gives the transitioning 

students an opportunity to learn more about Huntsman Elementary, including procedures 

and layout.  Many comments were made about the parent night meeting and the back to 

school night event. The number of visits before schools starts appeared to be greatly 

beneficial to easing the students’ and parents’ fears and anxieties about the transition. 

Assistant Principal Jenny stated, “My perception is that because our kids have been 

exposed to our building two, three, maybe even four times by the time the first day of 

school rolls around they transition very well.” Not only are the students given the 

opportunity to visit, there is a clear progression of purpose for each visit. Initially, the 

students are given a guided tour of the building as a 3rd grade class led by the student 

council members. According to Principal Michal, this tour allows students to become 



   

 67 

familiar with the layout of the school from a peer with the intention of hopefully easing 

some anxiety.   

At the parent night meeting the students are given the ownership of showing their 

parents around the building, being able to “show off” their knowledge of the building. 

Principal Michael stated that this step was intentionally planned to give students the 

opportunity to show their parents their new school. Additionally, he said that the multiple 

visits to the school before school starts were intentionally created as part of the transition 

process to ease the fear of students of not knowing their way around the building on the 

first day of school. The main location they have to find at the beginning of the meeting is 

the gym, which is also the only location they are expected to know the location on the 

first day of school. This step was designed so that students come into the meeting the 

same way that they will start the first day of school with the intent of making sure 

students know where to locate the gym on the first day of school. According to Principal 

Michael, the result is a decrease in fear or anxiety of the students on the first day of 

school.  

Finally, at the back to school night meeting the students are expected to find the 

gym again as well as their homeroom classroom. They are allowed to walk through the 

building on this night as well although there is not much time allotted to this due to an 

additional meeting occurring after their meeting for the 5th grade students. Finally, they 

arrive at the first day of school with the expectation of knowing where to find the gym 

and knowing who their classroom teachers are. Mrs. Angela, a fourth-grade teacher said 
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I think the multiple visits to the school sets up third graders nicely to transition 

into fourth grade with the tour, parent meeting, back to school event. These allow 

students to come and get the know the environment and the teachers. 

This is believed by teachers, counselors, and administrators to help alleviate the anxiety 

of the students.  

Parent Support. In addition to the parent meeting where Principal Michael and 

teachers discuss rules, procedures, and the layout of the school, Principal Michael also 

communicates, before school begins, via social media and e-mail. Principal Michael 

released a video via social media with a map of how the morning arrival and afternoon 

dismissal takes place. This was done in an attempt to make these two times of the day go 

smoothly with all participants understanding the procedures, thus easing their stress 

during each of these activities. Instead of simply describing these events at a meeting or 

sending home a written description of the procedures, Principal Michael created a very 

clear and descriptive video of how drop-off and dismissal worked utilizing an aerial 

photo of the school and utilizing arrows and animations during the video. 

Huntsman Elementary puts major emphasis on procedures during the transition 

process.  Huntsman Elementary focused on procedures with every interaction with 

students and parents. The school communicates at every opportunity their procedures. 

Procedures were the basis of each formal meeting conducted before the beginning of 

school. It was also the main focus of the communication that was given in written and 

oral form to parents before the beginning of school. 

Open Communication A second theme that emerged through analysis of data was open 

communication. Throughout its transition strategies, Huntsman Elementary staff 
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facilitated and encouraged open communication with the staff at feeder schools, parents, 

and students.  

Communication with Feeder Schools. Each year, Principal Michael reaches out 

to the feeder school administrators, counselors and teachers about the upcoming visits. 

He does this by speaking to the feeder school principals in person and sending electronic 

communication to the teachers. The principal is not the only one who communicates with 

the feeder schools about the process. This is also done between the school counselors. At 

one point in years prior, Principal Michael met with the feeder school principals to 

explain the transition process and the need for the 3rd grade cards that the third-grade 

teachers fill out on each student.  He wanted to clearly communicate the need for the 

third-grade cards to the principals because the 3rd grade cards do give the 3rd grade 

teachers more work. He explained how Huntsman Elementary used the 3rd grade cards to 

do class placement as well as to create plans for students who have additional needs 

beyond the typical student.  

As mentioned, the main form of communication between the 3rd grade teachers 

and 4th grade teachers occur through filling out information cards on each individual 

student. The card is about the size of an index card. Each feeder school had a different 

color of card which helps the counselors when creating class lists to manage the number 

of students from each school in each classroom at a quick glance. The card also allows 

for the sending teacher to rate the students’ performance in math and reading by selecting 

a 1, 2, or 3. A 3 indicates high performance for the grade level; two indicates on level 

performance, and one indicates below grade level work.  The teacher may also indicate 

whether the student is on a tier for additional remediation support in reading or math. 
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Additionally, the card includes a spot where the teacher can select whether the student is 

a male or female. Just as with academic performance, the teacher can select a rating for 

behavior: a number “1” indicates frequent behavior problems; “2” indicates few issues; 

and a number “3” indicates no concern. On the right of the card, the teacher can select 

whether the student receives any of the following services: pullout, collaborative, 

mild/moderate, severe/profound, speech, 504 and gifted or English language supports. 

Finally, there is a box where the teacher may add any additional information such as 

other students that the child should be separated from in class or any family information 

that may be important.  

In addition to the information provided on the 3rd grade cards, the teachers have 

access through the district student information system to each child’s previous teachers as 

that student attended the same school district in years’ past. The teachers also have access 

to all teachers’ phone extensions and e-mails through the district phone system to be able 

to call any teacher throughout the district if needed. This allows teachers to be able to be 

in communication in a more direct and personal way than the cards allow. This is not 

often needed, but certain instances do arise when teachers need more information about 

students than is provided on the card. Mrs. Meredith, fourth grade teacher at Huntsman 

Elementary, mentioned a time when she had to reach out to a teacher for additional 

information. She stated,  

One thing I love about this district is that we communicate, I mean our special ed 

teacher walked over to a feeder school to get more information from that special 

ed teacher about those two students so that we could better serve them at our 

school. 
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The school counselors have a large role in communicating with the feeder schools about 

individual students with specific needs. Mrs. Jan says that Hunstman Elementary School 

counselors work closely with the assistant principal to “gather as much information about 

the students as we can.” She also notes that she travels to the feeder schools with the 

principal and assistant principal to collect the 3rd grade cards and talk to the feeder 

schools’ administrator and counselors. She states, “I usually take a big notepad and I 

write down all of the different things that they say about the students in addition to what 

is on the cards.” Mrs. Jenny, the assistant principal, says that the communication with the 

feeder schools at these meetings allow them to know which students may need some 

additional supports. Mrs. Jenny states,  

Meeting with the feeder schools is essential. We learn about kids with additional 

needs. We do special tours for kids that may have specific needs whether they are 

on an IEP or have a 504. We can plan ahead and do more for them (the students) 

if needed. In this way, we make it work for all of our students.  

Communication with Parents and Students. Principal Michael also sends 

notifications to parents about e-mails via social media and e-mail. He shares with the 

parents at the parent meeting how best for parents to contact the school with any 

questions. He also lays out who the best person to contact for specific issues. He makes 

himself, assistant principal, and the counselors available after the meeting to answer any 

additional questions that the parents or students may have. Furthermore, the assistant 

principal and counselors set up meetings for parents and students who have needs beyond 

the typical student to be able to talk together about the student’s particular needs. Once 

this is communicated, the teachers, counselor, administrator and parents make a plan 
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together as a team for the student. The plan’s intention is to help the child to successfully 

transition. A check-in meeting is scheduled for a later date, but parents and staff are also 

able to schedule a meeting at any time they are concerned with the child’s success.  

Principal Michael also sends out timely communication to parents about the rules 

and procedures of the school. At the beginning of the transition process he shares broad 

procedures and hits major points for the parents, such as the school schedule, school 

communication, and how the school handles bullying. Closer to the start of the school 

year, he communicates about more specific information about the school such as where 

are students dropped off and picked up in the morning. This is done virtually with social 

media and e-mails. During all of these communications it is shared how parents can 

contact the school with any questions. 

The communication does not end once school begins. Ms. Angela, a fourth-grade 

teacher states 

I think Gene School District does a really good job with communicating with 

parents. I think another key element is teachers communicating with parents 

initially letting them know how their student is doing on the first couple of days 

of school. This communication which reassures parents, in conjunction with the 

before school events, is crucial to setting the climate for the whole year.  

A Team Approach Each of the participants, teachers, counselors, administrators tended 

to recognize their role in the transition process as not being the sole part of the process 

that makes the transition successful. There was an awareness from each participant that 

there were many other roles that were played to create the entire transition process. It was 

mentioned several times from each interviewee what their specific role was in the 
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process, and they were able to list other, not always all, steps in the process. It was 

recognized by the participants that the process would not work as well as it did without 

each participant filling their role. Principal Michael notes the importance of not only 

working together collectively to achieve the best result, but also the importance of 

communicating that team approach to parents during the parent meeting. When 

introducing his teachers, he makes a point to tell parents that, “These are people that 

work well together.” He says that he wants parents to leave the parent meeting with the 

thought, “my kids are going to be all right at this school. They’re going to be okay and 

even if I have a problem or a question, it’s going to get handled.” He says his job is “to 

make sure that parents walk away that night with a feeling that their kids feel like, okay, I 

might still be nervous, but it was not nearly as bad as I thought.” 

  Also mentioned was the teamwork between teachers to ensure the success of 

every student. Teachers are not afraid to ask for help or suggestions from former teachers. 

Mrs. Angela, 4th grade teacher, recalled a time she reached out for help with a student. 

“I've even contacted the teacher from previous years and said, okay, this is what I'm 

noticing. What did you do to help work? What helps you?” The fact that the teachers feel 

comfortable enough to reach out to a student’s previous teachers and that those teachers 

are willing to share information to help out that student is reflective of teamwork.  

 The third-grade cards that are filled out by the third-grade teachers and then are 

given to the third-grade teachers is another example of the teamwork approach. The 3rd 

grade teachers have to take the time to thoughtfully fill out each individual, card and the 

staff at Huntsman Elementary has to take the time to review each card. Then, the staff 

utilizes the information that the feeder schools provide to make decisions about class 
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placement for students. This is an example of the trust between Huntsman Elementary 

and the staff of the three feeder schools. The importance of these cards is that they allow 

the staff at Huntsman Elementary the opportunity to plan for students that will be 

attending their school as 4th graders. It gives them the opportunity to set up meetings with 

families if needed, allows the counselors the opportunity to separate students that have 

had previous issues with one another, allows class lists to be made from the academic and 

behavior information provided, and finally gives the 4th grade teachers an idea of their 

students’ needs prior to school starting. 

 Principal Michael stated, 

The transition process is not possible with the multiple working wheels. I can’t 

possibly be a part of every conversation about every student. So, there are 

processes that I am not directly involved in, but I see the results of those meetings 

because they come back and let me know the best class placement for specific 

students. So, that is why I tell my staff that the communication from school to 

school, teacher to teacher, counselor to counselor, and principal to principal is so 

important.  

Summary 

Chapter V provided a narrative presentation of data collected in this study. This 

chapter described in detail the district and school context, interview participants, and 

major transition strategies and roles at Huntsman Elementary. Additionally, Chapter V 

presented the major themes that emerged through analysis of the data presented.  

Chapter VI will present findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER VI 

 

 
FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter IV presented data which was gathered through faculty and staff 

interviews, observations, and an analysis of documents and artifacts through the lens of 

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. Included was a description of the school and 

a brief description of each interview participant and their role within the district. The 

purpose was to allow the leader to have a view into the school where the study took 

place.  Chapter V will present a final summary of the case study. Additionally, it will 

cover the findings, conclusion, and recommendations for further research that may be 

conducted as well as implications for practice.   

Summary of the Study 
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Students are experiencing major transitions between education settings much more 

frequently and at younger ages than they have in the past. Sometimes students adapt to major 

transitions well, and other times they do not. Research suggests that several transitions within a 

student’s educational experience can negatively influence students (Alspaugh, 1998, Cook, 

MacCoun, Muschkin & Vigdor, 2007; Gordon, Peterson, Gdula, & Klingbeil, 2011; Offenberg, 

2001; Paglin & Fager, 1997; Parker, 2009; Smith, 2006; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & 

Midgley, 1991; Wren, 2003). Therefore, this case study was conducted in a 4th and 5th grade mid-

western state school, Huntsman Elementary, in order to gain a better understating of the 

transition process for students between buildings at such a young age. The focus was to gather 

the perceptions of school staff - teachers, administrators, and counselors- about their role in the 

transition process, what challenges students experience during this transitional time and how 

staff has addressed these challenges. Additionally, the goal was to gather strategies that are 

utilized by staff to support students before, during, and after this transition. Interviews were 

conducted with two 3rd grade teachers from feeder schools into Huntsman Elementary, two 

Huntsman Elementary 4th grade teachers, two counselors at the Huntsman Elementary, and two 

administrators at Huntsman Elementary.  While significant effort was made to recruit teacher 

interviewees – meeting with building principals to help inform teachers of my study, informal 

conversations with teachers at district meetings, and multiple e-mails sent to teachers requesting 

participation- I was only able to secure four total teacher participants, two from each level, 3rd 

and 4th grade.   

 Data was collected from individual interviews, observations of the 3rd 

grade student visits and parent meeting, as well as an analysis of documents and artifacts 

related to the transition. As the researcher, I conducted three separate observations of the 
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three feeder school 3rd grade visits. I also conducted an observation of the parent meeting 

which was held in the evening at Huntsman Elementary.  

Research Questions 

1. How does a select school in one school district implement transitions for students 

between third and fourth grade? 

a. What are the strategies used to support students before, during, and after 

student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

b. How does school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) perceive 

their role in student transitions between third and fourth grade?  

2. What challenges have school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) 

experienced in student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

a. How have school staff addressed these challenges? 

Summary of Findings 

 

Research Question 1: How does one school support the transition of students 

between third and fourth grade? 

 The school supports the transition of students through a formalized transition 

process created by the building principal and involving many key staff such as teachers, 

counselors and administrators at the feeder schools. This process begins at the beginning 

of the second semester when Principal Michael contacts the schools to set up the third-

grade visits. This transition process is a multiple step plan beginning towards the end of 

the transitioning students third grade year with third grade visits, a parent meeting, 

various communication over the summer, and a back to school event before the start of 
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the school year.  One major support provided during the transition process is the open 

access of the school and the constant, clear communication. Not only does the school 

communicate with the incoming parents and students, but also with the 3rd grade schools 

that are sending students. The communication with the parents and students focuses on 

procedures with the hope of easing fears and anxiety. At any time if a student needs to 

visit with a counselor, they are able to do so.  

a. What are the strategies used to support students before, during, and 

after student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

The transition process from one school to another between 3rd and 4th grade is a 

multi-step process with a focus on easing fear and anxiety of students and parents, open 

access to the building, communication with stakeholders. 

Before transition. Prior to the transition Principal Michael sends out 

communication to all stakeholders. This informs all stakeholders of the transition process 

as well as each participants’ role in the process. The process begins in early March/April 

when the initial contact is made from Huntsman Elementary to the feeder schools’ 3rd 

grade students. Principal Michael initiates communication by sending a letter to the 

students at the school and contacting the parents through e-mail. The letter simply invites 

the 3rd grade students to the receiving school for a tour and contains an invitation to 

parents and students to attend a parent meeting a week after the 3rd grade visits. This is 

the school’s first chance to communicate with the parents the steps of the transition 

process. The principal ensures that this communication is clear and friendly by 

welcoming the students and parents as “school family” and extending the invitation to 

attend the two upcoming meetings. The principal states this initial communication is 
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essential in creating an environment where kids and students feel comfortable with 

attending the receiving school the following school year which in intended to help ease 

any fear and anxiety students or parents may have.   

During transition. This is the most comprehension part of the transition. Open 

access to the building during this time is an essential component of the transition process. 

Students are able to access the building a minimum of three times before the start of their 

4th grade school year.  

Initially, the 3rd grade students attend the tours at the receiving school. All three 

schools attend on the same day with the times staggered. This is the first opportunity for 

the students to access the building. The principal begins with an introductory session that 

introduces key people in the building, and then continues with an overview of a day in 

the life of the school. Next, the 3rd grade students attend the tours at the receiving school. 

All three schools attend on the same day with the times staggered. This is the first 

opportunity for the students to access the building. The principal begins with an 

introductory session that introduces key people in the building, and then continues with 

an overview of a day in the life of the school. He reiterates the importance of encouraging 

students that they simply need to know where the gym is and who their teacher is on 

those first few days of school in order to hopefully ease some anxiety or concern that the 

students may be feeling. He tells the students that their teachers pick them up from the 

gym and takes them everywhere they need to go throughout the day, so there is no need 

to worry about getting lost as this school is larger than the school, they attend in third 

grade. He also reassures students by telling them that it only takes a typical 4th grader a 
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few days to get the lay of the school. A big portion of the 3rd grade meeting focuses on 

the procedures of the school.  

  Once the tours are over the group comes back together for a question and answer 

session. Before the classes leave from the tours Principal Michael offers the students the 

opportunity to ask their 3rd grade teachers any additional questions they may have, and if 

the teacher does not know the answer, he encourages them to contact Huntsman 

Elementary for an answer thus leaving them the opportunity to communicate with the 

school any questions or concerns they may have.  

 Next, the school hosts a parent meeting which is the second opportunity for 

students to access the building. Principal Michael says the school purposely holds the 

parent meeting within a week of the 3rd grade tours. He wants the visit to be fresh on the 

minds of the incoming students, so they will feel confident about knowing their way 

around the building. All 4th grade teachers are in attendance at this meeting, and he also 

invites speakers from the available volunteer organizations to come speak to the parents 

as well. This allows for the school communication to come from other staff members. 

Such as teachers. It also allows the teachers to communicate the same or additional 

information than the principal has given. The second time that the students have access to 

the building is at this meeting, and this time they have the opportunity to roam the 

building freely with their parents. He encourages the students to lead their parents on a 

tour since they have just recently visited the week before. Again, a majority of this 

meeting focuses on school procedures that pertain to not only the students, but mostly the 

parents. 
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Principal Michael states that you start to see some confidence in the students by 

hearing them usher their parents to a particular location.  The principal then states that the 

transition process closes until the summertime when he will begin communication about 

the back to school night that will happen in August and continue communicating school 

procedures and information for those new to the school. He states that the goal of those 

two meetings is to have kids come to the back to school meeting in August with a little 

bit of swagger because they have already been to the building twice. Just before the back 

to school night meeting, parents are sent information on who their child’s teacher is. The 

back to school night meeting is again for parents and students. The meeting begins in the 

gym with the principal and assistant principal. This is another 30-minute informational 

meeting with more details than the meeting in April. Principal Michael covers 

information about parking lot procedures, how to put money on lunch accounts, a 

specific school schedule in addition to other information. Then, the students and parents 

attend a 30-minute informational meeting in the classrooms with their classroom teacher. 

The classroom teacher covers rules and procedures for their individual classroom and 

contact information. Once students have left this meeting, they have been to the school 

three times before school even begins and they have met their teacher. On the first day of 

school all they have to know is how to find the gym and their teacher’s name. 

 An additional thing that happens during the transition process is the teachers 

filling out the 3rd grade cards. During the transition, the 3rd grade teachers fill out the 

cards and return them to Huntsman Elementary. The staff at Huntsman Elementary then 

takes this information and begins to do class placements and conduct meetings with 

teachers, students, and parents for those students that need additional support. The 
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counselors and administration at Hunstman Elementary also meet with the counselors and 

administrative staff at the three feeder schools to receive additional information on 

specific students that may not have been communicated on the 3rd grade cards. Again, the 

purpose being to be able to best serve these students once they begin attending Huntsman 

Elementary. This would not be possible without the teamwork of the staff from the three 

feeder schools and the staff at Huntsman Elementary.  

 

After transition. On the first day of school the principal says that he tries to 

relate to students and tell them that it is okay to be nervous. He tells them that if he was 

told that he was going to switch schools and be a principal in a brand-new building that 

he would have those same nervous butterflies. He says that he tells them that they, the 

teachers and staff, started with the first visit to do things to help the students feel more 

comfortable. He says that doesn’t mean they will feel totally calm, but that is the ultimate 

goal.  

Additionally, Huntsman Elementary staff continues to meet with parents as 

needed. The staff also meets to discuss any students who appear to be struggling with the 

transition and create and action plan for those students. Every so often, the staff at 

Huntsman Elementary will reach out to a teacher from the feeder schools to get 

information or input from the teacher in best serving a particular student. Again, the team 

approach is evident in this scenario.  

b. How does school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) perceive 

their role in student transitions between third and fourth grade?  



   

 83 

Teacher roles. Some teachers involved in the transition process view their role in the 

transition as primarily academic. Additionally, they cite relationships, reassurance, and 

communication as additional roles they fulfill.  

 Academic. Third-grade teachers focus during the school year on transitioning from 

‘learning to read’ to ‘reading to learn’ and building student stamina in writing longer 

passages. Mr. Jim, third-grade teacher, says that academics in an integral part of his role in 

the transition process.  He wants his students to be prepared to begin 4th grade academics 

and to do so successfully.  

4th grade teachers also consider academics to be essential to their roles. Mrs. 

Meredith, a 4th grade teacher, stated that academics is a primary responsibility she holds. 

She likes how Huntsman Elementary meets the needs of individual students by 

implementing what is called “target time,” a built-in intervention time in their school that 

allows teachers to work with students in smaller groups and on targeted skills.  She 

mentions that the different cognitive level of students in her class is a challenge, and the 

“target time” is considered a way to combat that challenge. 

Relationships. Some third-grade teachers from the feeder schools also consider 

their roles to be building relationships with their students and among their students. Mrs. 

Carol feels it is important for her and her colleagues to facilitate ways that the 3rd graders 

in her building can get to know one another. The intent was that when the students 

transition to the 4/5 building that they know more than just the students in their homeroom 

classroom in third grade. She said one way they do this is by flexing students amongst 

teachers. Flexing is a process where teachers share students and work with students from 

other classes in combination with some students from their own classroom. Mrs. Carol also 
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noted that 4th grade is an age where students really begin to focus on their peer groups and 

peers’ opinions. She feels that some students may struggle with making new friends, so 

this is one reason that her school focuses on flex grouping students, in part, to give students 

the opportunity to become acquainted with as many students as possible in a structured 

setting before the transition.  

Reassurance. Additionally, some teachers involved in the transition account that 

their role requires them to reassure not only students, but parents as well.  As one way to 

reassure her students, Mrs. Carol talks with her students in the spring semester about the 

upcoming transition. Mrs. Carol states,  

I think that it’s really important that third grade teachers make it (the transition) 

important in 3rd grade. You don’t have to necessarily talk about it all year in 3rd 

grade, but it needs to be something you openly discuss with the kids, and they know 

that the transition is going to be okay. 

 In addition to prefacing the visit with reassurance and discussion, Mrs. Carol answers any 

of the questions that the students have after the visit.  

Mrs. Carol commented that Huntsman Elementary staff reassure students during 

their visits that everything will be okay with the transition. She believes that the 4/5 school 

does a great job of reassuring students that all will go well on the first day of school, and 

they only have to remember two things for it to be successful.  She stated, “I think when 

we go on the visit and they are told just know that you are supposed to go to the gym and 

what your teacher’s name is. I think that helps.”  

Mrs. Carol also recognized that the students are not the only ones she reassures. 

She did state that she has had conversations with parents that were concerned about the 
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transition and worried that the 4/5 school would no longer feel like an elementary school, 

but more closely resemble a middle school. She knows some families that have opted to 

move so that their children could attend a “traditional” elementary school before middle 

school. She says that she lets the parents know that the Huntsman Elementary School staff 

does a great job and that their student has the skills to be successful at the new school.  

Mrs. Meredith, a 4th grade teacher, feels that her role in the transition is to 

reassure the students. She says,  

So, my job is to kind of get to know them and get to know a little bit about their 

background, find out what are their strengths, what they enjoyed about 3rd grade, 

2nd grade, and define that a little bit more about them. 

She indicated that the transition often seems harder for the parents than it does for the 

students. She states, “I think it’s even harder for parents because they feel like they’re 

going from, you know, babies, you know, type of school to, now we’re growing up and 

we’re in 4th and 5th grade.” She also mentioned that in 4th grade she will have parents say 

they are unable help their child with homework because they (the parents) do not know 

how to do it themselves.   

 Procedures. Mrs. Angela, a 4th grade teacher, stated her role in the transition 

process is to teach procedures and to ease any fears that the students may have. She stated 

she is a part of the transition process during the 3rd grade visits because she opens her 

classroom for any of the 3rd grade classes that are touring. She also briefly talks with any 

visitors that come to her classroom. Additionally, she also attends the incoming 4th grade 

parent meeting and visits with any families that come and tour her classroom that 

evening. She is able to answer any questions that the parents or students have at this time. 
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She also makes a presentation for all incoming parents of her students at the back to 

school night.  

 Communication. Finally, some teachers consider it an important role to 

communicate between Huntsman Elementary and the feeder schools about the cognitive 

levels, behavioral levels, and any additional needs of their incoming students. Mr. Jim, a 

third-grade teacher, stated that while his role in the transition process is primarily academic, 

communicating his students’ needs to Huntsman Elementary is another essential role he 

plays. Overall, his perception is that transition is going really well for all students. He 

indicated that he believes that the 3rd grade cards are an important part of the process. He 

stated, “I think it’s a good thing because if I were a 4th grade teacher I would like to flip 

through them.”  

Mrs. Meredith mentioned the 3rd grade cards that are filled out by the sending 

teachers and thinks that is an important communication tool between teachers. She stated 

that the process is going fine overall, and she believes that the teacher communication is 

one of the “highlights” of the process. Mrs. Angela said communication between the 3rd 

grade teachers and the 4th grade teachers is really good. 

Successes and Challenges. When asked how the transition process was going and 

if there were any perceived challenges, Mrs. Carol said that overall, she thinks that the 

transition process is working well. She indicated that students that are economically 

disadvantaged may struggle more because they do not typically participate in sports 

outside of school and, therefore, have less exposure to meeting kids outside of their Pre-

K-3rd grade school. Mrs. Carol believes that the 3rd grade teachers attending the 3rd grade 

visit help with answering questions the students may have afterwards. She also stated that 
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it may be a good idea if a PLC could be implemented between the 3rd and 4th grade 

teachers so that they may get to know each other better. She believes information gleaned 

through PLCs would aid in talking to her third graders about the transition. She even 

suggested the idea of 4th grade teachers making a PowerPoint or short videos to show to 

her students in her classroom after the visit to allow students to become more familiar 

with Huntsman Elementary staff. Mrs. Angela did note some challenges with the 

transition. She stated that the size of the building is much larger than the students are 

accustomed. She also identified the need to debunk some myths from former students 

about teachers or the school and the need to communicate with parents ensuring them that 

Hunstman is still an elementary school, even though it is a new building. She stated, “I 

know the Principal works really hard at communicating exactly what to expect in fourth 

grade. That it is not a middle school, it is an elementary school, and we treat it as such.” 

She said that she believes that constant communication helps the students feel more 

comfortable. She mentioned she also feels that the anxiety of the parents can sometimes 

be reflected on the students. 

 Mrs. Angela, a 4th grade teacher, believes that the transition goes really well with 

a majority of the students. She stated that the district works as a team to address any 

struggling students’ needs. Mrs. Angela stated that she experiences two challenges with 

the transition process. The first one was not having more time at the back to school event 

to visit with parents. Secondly, she also wishes she could get her class list of students 

sooner, so that she could reach out to parents early before the back to school meeting to 

start building relationships. Mrs. Meredith indicated a third challenge. She feels students 

struggle reading cursive, which is how she writes important information on her board. 
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 Mr. Jim, a 3rd grade teacher, did not perceive any challenges for the transitioning students other 

than “they might be just a little concerned that they might get separated from their friends, and 

they know they are going to get mixed up with other students. That’s a big, big thing for sure.”  

Counselors’ Roles. At Huntsman, counselors play an important role in transition. 

Counselors regularly meet with feeder schools to learn more about incoming students and 

make note of additional information that will be needed for student success. The 

counselors in the district also attend a district counselor PLC once a month which opens 

those lines of communication between schools and counselors because they know one 

another. Additionally, administrators in the district meet once per month not including the 

end of the year meeting with the administrators and counselors.  

Counselor 1. Mrs. Jan, counselor, discussed her role in the process primarily 

revolving around the visits with the feeder schools’ principal and counselor. She stated 

that her role was to note additional information given by the counselor and principal to 

use later for class placement decisions.  Mrs. Jan indicated that she likes utilizing the 3rd 

grade cards which allow the team to plan ahead as they consider appropriate supports for 

students. Mrs. Jan states,  

The current 3rd grade teachers fill out the information card. That is a lot of good 

information. Then, the principals and the counselors meet and during that time we 

jot down specific information from the principals and the counselor. 

 She mentioned the process of the class placement decisions involved appropriately 

placing students with 504’s and IEP’s. Counselors also considered the combination of 

students from each feeder school, and balancing boys and girls. She also believes that the 

current transition process is going well.  
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Mrs. Jan indicated that she feels that the multiple visits to the school by the new 

students before school begins helps ease the stress of the move. As the counselor, she 

noted that there are a few challenges that she notices with students of this age: 

organization, maturity level, and social skills when interacting with peers. She mentioned 

that they do have some students with high needs or those that experience anxiety during 

the transition. She said that they provide supports for those students by collaborating as a 

team of teachers, counselors, and administrators. She also mentioned that guidance 

classes that are taught in school, and the school has added of small group counseling 

sessions based on students’ needs. These two opportunities focus on appropriate peer 

interaction, coping with stress or anxiety, and any other need they see arise throughout 

the school year.  

Counselor 2. Mrs. Katy stated that she believes that the current transition process 

is going well. She also noted that the multiple visits to the school are helpful for students. 

Similar to Ms. Angela, a 4th grade teacher, she indicated that she wishes that there was 

more time for students and parents to roam the building getting to meet with teachers. 

She suggested that perhaps the counselors and administrators could visit the 3rd grade 

students at their school and let them “see our faces” before they come on the 3rd grade 

visit to the receiving school. She also noted some challenges with the transition including 

placing students in the correct classes with the correct peers. She suggested that, despite 

all of the information they receive about individual students, they are not certain about 

placement decisions because they do not know the students yet. She stated, “The hardest 

thing about placing fourth grades in classes is that we really don’t know those kids.”  She 

noted that it is helpful to have the students for some time like a traditional elementary 
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school so that school personnel can learn and have a history of the families and students. 

She said that class placement is much easier to do in 5th grade when the students have 

attended the school for a year.  “When they go to 5th grade sometimes it is easier because 

we can go, whoa, no, let’s move these kids around.” She mentioned that social interaction 

among peers at this age can be a challenge. 

 Mrs. Katy stated that sometimes parents have negative reactions when contacted 

by the school about social issues their student may have experienced. She attributed the 

negative parent’s reaction to the recent transition and lack of relationship between the 

school and parents. She stated that the parents may have a “wall up” because the school 

had not had adequate time to build trusting relationships or trust with the 4th grade 

parents. In her previous experience teaching at a Pre-K-5th grade school she was better 

able to build parent relationships and therefore had better initial outcomes when dealing 

with parents and kids during difficult situations. Both counselors said that each year they 

work with a few students who may have high needs or anxiety after the start of the year, 

but the majority of students transition well. 

Administrators’ Roles. The administrators play a key role in the student transition process 

at Huntsman. The assistant principal presents information to stakeholders and facilitates 

tours and meetings for incoming students. The principal created the transition process and 

is in charge of implementing it each year including communicating with stakeholders and 

assigning roles for participants.  

 Assistant Principal. Mrs. Jenny, the assistant principal at Hunstman Elementary 

described the details of the transition process. She indicated that these steps involved in 

the 3rd grade visit, the parent meeting, and, finally, the back to school night. She 
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described her role in the process as presenting information at the 3rd grade visit and 

parent meeting such as medicine check-in, dress code, lockers, and going through the 

lunch line. She also stated that she leads individual tours for students who are new to the 

district, and she helps facilitate additional or separate tours for special needs students. 

“We do special tours for kids that may have specific needs. It might be an IEP or 504 

need that we do a special thing for them.” She indicated that, overall, she feels that the 3rd 

grade visit and incoming 4th grades parent meetings are going well and work for a 

majority of the students. She stated, “I think it works for all students because that main 

set up where we have the tours and the meeting is going to hit the majority of the 

students.”  She said they provide extra assistance if needed, such as additional or separate 

tours. She also noted that one of the challenges for the students new to this school is 

organization. Students switch classes between two teachers and have lockers, which is 

new to a majority of the students. She said that, to combat these struggles, they 

implemented a schoolwide “Monday Folder” system where a folder goes home to parents 

with communication about school events and any completed and graded work from the 

previous week. Otherwise, the classroom teachers come up with an organization tactic 

that they want to utilize in their class to help students, and they communicate this method 

of organization that to both students and parents.  

Principal. Mr. Michael, principal, created the transition process “from the ground 

up” with few changes over the years. He stated that the transition process has naturally 

improved each year as the school has built a positive reputation and many siblings have 

attended the school, making parents more comfortable the second and third time in the 

building. The principal indicated that he feels his job during the transition process is, 
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“(to) think about the perspective of the parents, teachers, and students and then create a 

process to meet those needs.” The principal is very “hands on” in the process that he has 

created over the years. The process typically begins in April with a letter sent home about 

the 3rd graders coming to visit the school and informing the parents that there is incoming 

4th grade parent meeting at the end of April after testing. Once the 3rd grade visits are 

completed, the parent meeting happens. The principal said he schedules the parent 

meeting after 3rd grade visits purposely so that the 3rd grade students have the opportunity 

to show their parents around the school. The 3rd grade meeting consists of information 

given by the principal, introduction of key staff such as the assistant principal and 

counselors, and a tour of the building given by the 5th grade student council members. 

The principal stated, “We kind of try to alleviate that worry ‘if I’m going to get lost.’ The 

parent meeting is a thirty-minute orientation. He stated, “Parents need to know arrival, 

dismissal, structure of the school, what it’s like for your kid, basic rules that we have, 

class assignments, things like that.” The meeting ends with the opportunity for parents 

and students to roam the school and meet teachers. The principal also makes himself 

available for questions after the initial introduction. After the 4th grade parent meeting, 

the principal sends out communication via social media and e-mails. He stated that 

parents hear from the school 5-7 times over the summer. Just before school begins, he 

sends out an automated phone call where he details all needed information before the 

school year begins such as meetings and enrollment requirements. Finally, parents are 

notified of their child’s classroom teacher, and they are invited to attend the back to 

school night. 
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During the third-grade visits I was able to observe the principals from the feeder 

schools introduce certain students to Principal Michael and the Huntsman Elementary 

counselors. Principal Michael said that these students are those who may need a little 

extra care and attention during the transition process, and the feeder principals want to 

allow Huntsman Elementary staff to “put a name with a face” of those students.  

 

 

 

Research Question 2  

1. What challenges have school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) 

experienced in student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

  3rd grade teachers spoke to feedback that they received from parents about the 

transition process. While the teachers felt that the process was going extremely well, one 

teacher did say that sometimes the parents’ concerns were so great that the parents 

decided to move districts in order for their student to avoid the transition to the Huntsman 

Elementary for 4th grade.   

4th grade teachers noted that sometimes the transitioning students struggled with 

peer interactions, the transition was hard for parents, and that the increased workload in 

the 4th grade could be a struggle for some students. One teacher did mention that it was a 

challenge to teach the incoming 4th graders because of the varying cognitive levels of the 

students in her classroom combined with the number of students in her class.  

 The counselors were the most outspoken about the challenges that the 

transitioning students face in regard to social interactions and overall maturity level. 
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Again, the counselors did mention that creating well-blended classrooms is a challenge 

because they do not yet know the incoming students. Therefore, some conflicts happen 

between students that require the students to receive extra support or possibly have 

separate class placements the following year.  

Both a counselor and an administrator said that students struggle with 

organization in 4th grade. This was attributed to the increased workload, increased 

number of teachers the students have, and the increased responsibility of having a locker 

outside of the classroom. Overall, the administrators feel that the transition process works 

well for most students. The principal mentioned that there are some students that struggle 

at the beginning of the year, but the number was few in comparison to how many 

students do well.  

 a. How have school staff addressed these challenges? 

The counselors said that they hold counseling with classes to address concerns with peer 

social interactions. They form their lessons around the current struggle of the students as 

a whole grade level. They also identify particular students who may be facing a 

challenge. This challenge may be peer interactions, home life, organization, or adjusting 

in general to the new building. The counselors then work with students in small groups 

the help support them with their challenges. If needed, the counselors will work with 

students individually to support them. If warranted, the counselors create a written plan 

of support for students, especially when it involves multiple educators.  

Organization was a concern of the administrators and counselors. The school’s 

current strategy is to leave the organization of the classroom and assignments up to 

individual teachers. As a whole the school sends home a weekly folder with graded work 
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and communication home to parents. Teachers did not note this as a major concern for 

them. They do cover procedures for locker use at the beginning of the year, and the 

students conduct periodic locker clean outs to help with organization.  

As a whole school, Huntsman Elementary has begun implementing a remediation 

and enrichment time for their students at varying levels. This is a designated time during 

the day that teachers can work with students in small groups on skills that may not have 

mastered when initially taught. This allows for the teachers to stay within the pacing of 

the curriculum in whole group instruction but carve out a specific time to teach those 

missing skills to students at a lower level than the class average. This was a move that 

was supported by the district with the purchase of additional curriculum to help fill gaps. 

There was no mention on how the school addressed the parent concerns of not 

understanding the material. 

Findings of This Study Through the Lens of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive 

Development 

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development was the lens in which this study was 

conducted. Students experiencing the transition between 3rd and 4th grade fall in the 

Concrete Operational Stage of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. Students at 

this age are beginning to understand themselves better. They have the recognition that 

others’ thoughts and feels do not necessarily match their own. This is evidenced in this 

study by the counselors and teacher stating that the social/emotional interactions with 

peers is sometimes an obstacle for transitioning students.  
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Figure 2.  

 

 

Concrete Operational  

 The Concrete Operational stage is often characterized by the ability for a person 

to have logical thought. Thinking tends to be concrete, and children are often able to 

become more sophisticated in their thinking during this stage. Children are also able to 

think more abstractly and hypothetically than before. Therefore, students may begin 

making hypothesis about the new school. The transition process allows the students to 

prove or disprove some of their hypothesis they may have created prior to their visits. 

 Since students are able to understand reversibility, having awareness that actions 

can be reversed, during this stage they are able to be aware of the specific role of staff 

members at their current school and how they transfer to the roles of staff members at 

Huntsman Elementary. For example, students may recognize that counselors are there to 

support the emotional needs of students, and therefore, the counselor at Huntsman 

Elementary likely fulfills the same role.  

 During the concrete operational stage, children are also about to understand that 

when something changes in shape or appearance that it is still the same. This is a concept 

•Concrete Operational Stage 

•age 7- age 11

• hierarchal classifications

• mental operational applied to 
concrete events

• can think logically about objects 
and events

• classifies objects by several 
features
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called conservation. Student attending visits at Huntsman Elementary are about to 

conserve that although Huntsman Elementary is a new building with new teachers, that it 

is still school. This is reinforced by Huntsman Elementary when the school introduces the 

school staff and their roles as well as the procedures of the school. The procedures and 

roles of the staff are related back to the roles of the procedures and roles of staff at the 

feeder schools, thus intending to make it more concrete. 

 To take it a step further, the students in the concrete operational stage are able to 

relate what is similar about the two schools, but also perceive the differences between the 

schools and therefore predict what the experience at the new school may be. Becoming 

less egocentric during this concrete operational stage also allows students to consider the 

thoughts and feelings of other students during this process. Principal Michael often 

related how he was feeling to how the students may be feeling. Because children are less 

egocentric during this phase, they are able to empathize with how he is feeling and relate 

it to their own feelings.  

Research Question 1: How does one school support the transition of students 

between third and fourth grade? 

Huntsman Elementary supports the transitions of students between third and fourth grade 

students by implementing a transition plan that recognizes the level of cognitive 

development of the students transitioning into the school. Huntsman Elementary’s 

transition plan takes into consideration the age of the students, and therefore, the 

cognitive development of students at this age. The school emphasizes communication and 

school visits.  
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a. What are the strategies used to support students before, during, 

and after student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

In order to understand how Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development played a role in 

the transition process for students moving to Huntsman Elementary we must fully 

understand assimilation, adaptation, and accommodation. Below is a review of how the 

transition process for Huntsman Elementary interplayed with the cognitive process of 

assimilation and accommodation, finally leading to adaptation.   

 

 

Assimilation 

Assimilation begins with merging current knowledge with new information 

without changing the existing structures. During the 3rd grade visit the principal related 

the new school to the school that the students previously attend. He made a point to talk 

about what is similar about the schools. Assimilation must occur prior to accommodation 

being accomplished, therefore, the repetition of visits to the school with the 3rd grade 

visit, parent meeting, and back to school night allow students to building their schema. 

Since assimilation must occur before accommodation it is likely that not much 

information will be permanently stored in the minds of the transitioning students on the 

first visit to the school.  

In addition to the visits to the schools, the staff at Huntsman Elementary also 

repeatedly communicates the procedures at the school with increasing detail as the near 

of school approaches. This allowed the incoming of new information to be limited when 

possible, and information that was shared at a previous meeting to be referenced again 
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with the hopes of assimilation taking place.  When appropriate, the information was 

related to the rules and procedures of the feeder schools in hopes of connections being 

made between the feeder schools and Huntsman Elementary.  

Accommodation 

During accommodation students are able to accommodate new information by 

restructuring existing schema based on new information received. This is possible since 

the students are familiar with the procedures of attending school since a majority of the 

students have attended a school setting for at least four years prior to the transition 

meetings. Therefore, they have existing schema in relation to school settings, staff roles, 

and common procedures in school. The multitude of visits to the school allows the 

students to accommodate by replacing or restructuring their former schema about school 

to fit the new school. This allows the students to view and experience school in new 

terms. In order to accommodate, there must be a combination of maturation and 

experience. Since the students are likely in the concrete operational stage is possible for 

students to recognize that while this is a new school setting, it has similarities and 

differences from their current school.  

Adaptation 

Piaget believed that adaptation was achieved when beings controlled the schemas, 

or mental organizations, they use to represent the world while impacting how they 

respond to their environment and decide to respond to their environment. In order to 

adapt to an environment both assimilation and accommodation must take place. In this 

particular situation, students will not begin adapting to their new environment until they 

attend school on a typical school day. However, the three visits to the school prior to the 
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school year allows the students to build schemas prior to the school year starting.  The 4th 

grade teachers noted that it did not take long for the 4th grade students to adjust to their 

new environment. While they both noted that there were particular students who 

struggled, the overall response was that a majority of the students were able to adjust to 

the new school well after completing the transition process. They also attributed this 

success to the ability that the students have to visit the school building and hear the 

procedures prior to school starting. 

 

b. How does school staff (teachers, administrators, and counselors) 

perceive their role in student transitions between third and 

fourth grade?  

Teachers  

The 3rd grade teachers perceive their role is to teach the students the prerequisite skills 

that the students need to be successful academically during 4th grade. On some occasions 

they need to reassure to parents that Huntsman Elementary is a good school and is run 

like an elementary school as opposed to a middle school.  

Prior to the students attending Huntsman Elementary, the 4th grade teachers have 

their classrooms available for students to tour during the 3rd grade tours, the parent 

meeting, and the back to school meeting. This aids in assimilation and accommodation as 

it allows the students to create new schema while relating these experiences to 

experiences from their feeder school.  The teachers attend the parent meeting evening and 

stay in their classrooms in order to answer any questions that students or parents may 

have when touring the building. 4th grade teachers feel that is their job to create a 
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classroom community among their students. They are in charge of communicating the 

parents and students the rules and procedures for their specific classroom. If additional 

support is needed for a particular student, it is the role of the 4th grade classroom teachers 

to communicate that need to appropriate staff until adaptation is achieved by all students 

in their classrooms. 

Counselors 

 The counselors act as the liaison between the sending schoolteachers and 

Huntsman Elementary School teachers in communicating in specific needs of students. 

They make themselves available to introduce themselves to the incoming students during 

the 3rd grade tours thus aiding in assimilation. Additionally, they take the information 

provided by the sending schoolteachers to create class lists. Creating class lists from 

information provided by teachers may aid in students’ ability to adapt to the environment.  

If needed, they help communicate additional needs to the teachers at Huntsman 

Elementary prior to the start of the school year. Once the school year begins the 

counselors teach guidance classes to the students and make themselves available for 

small groups and individual conversations with students as needed. 

Administrators 

 The assistant principal’s major role is meeting and reassuring students while also 

communication the rules and expectations to the students. She also helps run the token 

economy system the school uses to help encourage positive behavior.   

Finally, the principal oversees the entire transition process. He schedules and runs the 

initial meetings that the students and parents have with the school. He sends out the 

primary communication to all parties: the teachers, students, and parents. He initially 
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created the transition process when the school first began, delegated responsibilities to 

staff members and ensures the needs of the parents, students, and staff are met. The 

purpose of the transition process is that students are able to adapt to their new 

environment successfully. The process created by the administration allows the students 

to move through the cognitive processes of assimilation and accommodation in order to 

reach adaptation.  

 

 

Research Question 2: What challenges have school staff (teachers, administrators, 

and counselors) experienced in student transitions between third and fourth grade? 

While the transition plan is successful for many, it is not always successful for all. 

Sometimes, the transition process is not comprehensive enough for a few students who do 

not reach the cognitive process of accommodation, and therefore would be unable to 

adapt to the new environment.  Additional to the students’ adaptation, teachers, 

administrators, and counselors must also consider parent adaptation to the new school 

environment.  

b. How have school staff addressed these challenges? 

Knowing that some students may be predisposed to need additional supports during the 

transition process the school staff create plans for students that they know may need 

additional support. This can sometimes be additional visits to the school or visits to the 

school with fewer crowds. If needed, school staff teams will meet with parents to create 

even more specific plans for individual students. When considering the parents’ ability to 
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adapt to the new environment the school staff created a parent meeting and communicate 

clearly and consistently with parents via e-mails, social media, and flyers. 

Discussion 

Numerous Visits 

The transition at Huntsman Elementary is a success in big part due to the number 

of visits to the school the students have before school begins. One major finding is that 

the frequent visits to the school by the students were perceived by the staff to help the 

students transition successfully.  According to Neild (2009) students frequently 

experience transitions where students transition into a new, larger environment. This is 

true for the students of Huntsman Elementary. Symonds (2015) suggest hosting parent 

nights to alleviate fears and anxieties of both students and parents.  A study conducted by 

Moffit (1996) states that narrow grade configurations, such as Hunstman Elementary 

where only two grade levels attend the school, tend to have a negative impact on family-

school relationships. This makes the transition process at Hunstman Elementary all the 

more important as it is the initial impression that parents and students have of the school. 

The students are able to access the building multiple times before the first day of school, 

therefore, appearing to increase their comfort in navigating the larger school they will 

now be attending. In addition to the multiple student visits, Huntsman Elementary does 

host a parent meeting to alleviate the fears and anxieties of parents. Asplaugh (2015) 

conducted abundant amounts of research on school transitions which correlated poor 

educational outcomes with student learning. Transitions between schools are directly tied 

to achievement loss. Therefore, as Symonds (2015) and Moffitt (1996) suggest, it is 

important to not only support the students during the transtions but also help alleviate the 
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anxieties of the parents. Finally, the multiple visits to the school allow students to build 

schema which aids in the adaptation to their new environment.  

Communication 

Communication is crucial in the transition process. Another major finding of this 

study is that the between the school and the students, the school and the parents, and the 

school and the feeder schools was essential to the success of this transition. This is not 

just limited to school officials communicating with incoming students and parents, but 

also the communication between the sending schools and the receiving school. Symonds 

(2015) says that schools need to support the well-being of students by bridging the gaps 

between the sending and receiving schools.  When the sending school accurately and 

wholly communicates the needs or concerns they may have about certain students with 

the receiving school that allows Huntsman Elementary to make specific plans to best 

support individual students.  

Additional Supports 

While a solid transition plan helps support transitioning students, no process is all 

encompassing for all students. Another major finding of this study is that additional 

supports may be required by some students to transition successfully. Collaboration and 

teamwork between the receiving school and sending school is essential. An essential 

component of the transition process is the communication between the feeder schools and 

Huntsman Elementary. This communication allows for the staff at Huntsman Elementary 

school to plan accordingly to for any needs particular students may have. This includes 

class placements, behavior plans, IEP’s or 504’s that may require additional planning or 

meetings before the school year begins. Students enter the school with their individual 
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constructed schemes which impact their ability to adapt to their new environment (Huitt 

& Hummell, 2003). As a result, the school must be ready to adapt and change the 

transition process as needed to support students who require additional support. 

Transition interventions are essential components of transition plans (Symonds, 2015).  

Implications 

Implications for Practice  

The transition plan with a clear progression of events that incorporated several 

visits to the building in which the students will be attending was essential. Not only was 

it important for students to access the building, it was important for the school to 

communicate the rules and procedures of the school to the students and parents prior to 

the start of the school day. This included in person communication via meetings as well 

as written communication which allowed parents and students to refer back to the 

information provided as needed. A good working relationship between the sending and 

receiving schools was crucial. Clearly communicating with the sending school what 

information was being requested and how it will be used was necessary and important.  

Implications for Research  

Additional research should be conducted on a larger scale and in a different 

setting. If possible, interviewing students and parents would provide critical information 

about their experience of the transitions and transition plans implemented.  Further 

research should be conducted looking into the social aspects of the transitions. 

Additionally, a study could interpret the “trust” that parents feel with the sending school 

in comparison to the sending school. 

Implications for Theory 
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 Piaget described intelligence in terms of adapting to the environment (Reinking, et al., 

2000). Piaget theorized that beings adapt to their environment by controlling schemas, or mental 

organizations, used to represent the world and impact how beings respond to their environment 

and decide to respond to their environment (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  

Assimilation and accommodation define a developmental reality in which individuals 

conceptualize new information, eventually leading to adaptation. Children at this age begin to 

understand themselves better and have the realization that their thoughts and feeling are unique 

and may not necessarily match those of others. During this stage children may not always think 

rationally. This is a critical time in development to experience a transition. Students are 

presented with new information with varying abilities to assimilate and accommodate this 

information.  

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development helps explain the ability of students at this 

age to accommodate to their new environment based on previous knowledge and experiences. 

Piaget theorized that beings adapt to their environment by controlling their schema which are 

used to represent the world and impacts the way they respond to their environment (Huitt & 

Hummell, 2003). Therefore, it is important for school officials to note that not all students come 

the the school with the same set of experiences nor the same ability to adapt to new 

surroundings. This should be considered with transition plans are created for students. Difficult 

transitions from middle school to high school have been linked to an increase in high school 

dropout rates (Alspaugh, 1998), behavior problems (Graber and Brooks-Gunn, 1996), a decrease 

in GPA (Isakson and Jarvis, 1999), and a lowered sense of self-esteem and self-perception 

(Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994).Therefore, it may be expected that 
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successful transitions may be linked to fewer behavior problems, higher self-esteem and self-

perception of students, and higher academic performance.  

Summary 

Chapter 5 included an introduction including a summary of Chapter IV. It 

continued with a summary of findings organized by the research questions of the study. 

Then, a summary of findings was presented examined by each research question. 

Conclusions of the study were revealed and implications for research and practice were 

identified. This study concludes that the numerous student visits to the school prior to the 

first day of school impact the success of student transitions, communication between the 

sending schools and receiving schools is essential, and finally, while a solid transition 

framework will benefit most students, additional supports may be required for 

individuals.  
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APPENDICES 

Interview Questions 

Interview questions: Counselor Questions 

 

1. Tell about the transition process for 3rd graders moving into 4th grade at your building? 

  

2. What feedback have you received from parents about the school’s transition process?  

 

3. What do you notice to be the challenges for students who are transitioning to your 

school in fourth grade in regard to their social development?  

 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=W4yzugYjz08C&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=the+adaptive+unconscious&ots=DJK2KmXt39&sig=mGJJV71kqNUwd3tb0HxSDGhsFLw#v=onepage&q=the%2520adaptive%2520unconscious&f=false
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED538738.pdf)


   

 121 

4. What do you notice to be challenging for students during the transition with cognitive 

development? 

 

5.  What differences do you notice when students are transitioning into a building versus 

when you taught in a building where the transition happened in the same building? 

 

 6. What challenges do you notice that students encounter a difficult time during the 

transition period?  

 

 

Interview questions: Teacher Questions 

 

1. Tell about the transition process for 3rd graders moving into 4th grade at your building? 

  

2. What feedback have you received from parents about the school’s transition process?  

 

3. What do you notice to be the challenges for students who are transitioning to your 

school in fourth grade in regard to their social development?  

 

4. What do you notice to be challenging for students during the transition with cognitive 

development? 
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5.  What differences do you notice when students are transitioning into a building versus 

when you taught in a building where the transition happened in the same building? 

 

 6. What challenges do you notice that students encounter a difficult time during the 

transition period?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview questions: Administrator Questions 

 

1. Tell about the transition process for 3rd graders moving into 4th grade at your building? 

  

2. What feedback have you received from parents about the school’s transition process?  

 

3. What do you notice to be the challenges for students who are transitioning to your 

school in fourth grade in regard to their social development?  

 

4. What do you notice to be challenging for students during the transition with cognitive 

development? 
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5.  What differences do you notice when students are transitioning into a building versus 

when you taught in a building where the transition happened in the same building? 

 

 6. What challenges do you notice that students encounter a difficult time during the 

transition period?  

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 124 

   

 



   

 125 

 

 

 



   

 126 

 

 

 



   

 127 

 

 



   

 128 

 

 

 



   

  

 

 

VITA 

Roni Denise McKee 

Candidate for the Degree of 

Doctor of Education 

  Dissertation: STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENT ADAPTATION AT MAJOR POINTS OF       
                  TRANSITION IN THE EARLY ELEMENTARY GRADES: A CASE STUDY 

 
Major Field:  Educational Leadership  

Biographical: 

Education: 

Completed the requirements for the Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership at 
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Oklahoma in December 2020. 
 

Completed the requirements for the Master of Education University of Central 
Oklahoma, Edmond, Oklahoma in 2012. 
 
Completed the requirements for the Bachelor of Science in Elementary Education at 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University, Durant, Oklahoma in 2008. 
 

Experience:   

 Teaching:    Edmond Public Schools (6th, 7th, 8th) 
 2008-2012 

              

 Building Administrator: Yukon Public Schools  
            Assistant Principal Elementary 2012-2013 
     Principal Elementary 2013-2019 
  

 

 


