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Chapter 1: Introduction  

All humans experience life transitions (Jensen et al., 2018). According to Bridges and 

Bridges (2017), transition is a three-phase psychological process that individuals experience 

when they internalize and struggle with the details of the new situation that change produces. 

Transitions start at the end of a major life event (Bridges & Bridges, 2017). Consequently, the 

lack of identification and preparedness for endings and losses is a significant problem for people 

experiencing transition (Bridges & Bridges, 2017). Life transitions can be interpreted as turning 

points that lead to the start of a new life stage or to the end of a previous life stage (Robinson, 

2016) and include birth, childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, adulthood, old age, and death 

(Elder et al., 2015). These transitions create a new path that leads to enormous differences in 

results (Murray et al., 2019). 

The major life events that characterize birth through adolescence include physiological 

development, hormonal changes, modifications in the brain and sensory organs, adjustments in 

social skill sets, family and school moves (Viner et al., 2012). In adolescence, which is a 

transition time between childhood and young adulthood, an individual faces significant social 

challenges and substantial physical, behavioral, mental, and emotional changes (Aliri et al., 

2018). 

The time frame in which students move from school to school is referred to as school 

transitions (Anderman et al., 2009). School transitions include students moving from one grade 

to another in the course of attaining educational goals and begin with early childhood education 

(Anderman et al., 2009). As children begin school, their characters, orientations, and priorities 

change (Hugo et al., 2018). According to Anderman et al. (2009), the first major transition is 

from home or preschool to kindergarten. The next major transitions are from elementary school 
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into middle or junior high school and then from middle school to high school (Anderman et al., 

2009). Much research has shown that students moving from eighth grade to ninth grade 

experience the most challenging school transition (Cushman, 2006; Hazel et al., 2014; Roybal et 

al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2017; Tengler & Seifert, 2017; Weiss & Baker, 2010). For many 

students, the transition to high school is their last formal school transition, while others 

experience another major transition from high school to college (Anderman et al., 2009).  

Nationally, ninth grade is recognized as the grade when many students drop out of high 

school (Cox et al., 2015). Tengler and Seifert (2017) argued that the risk of dropping out begins 

with the transition to ninth grade. One major reason is because of the challenges students 

experience in the ninth grade (Somers & Garcia 2016). Successful completion of the ninth grade 

often indicates whether a student will be able to graduate or will drop out (Blount, 2012). If 

students do not make an effective transition from middle school to high school, they are likely to 

struggle in the ninth grade and perhaps drop out of high school (Morris, 2015). A challenge for 

educators, politicians, and the general public is the issue of dropping out of high school 

(Allensworth et al., 2016).  

A student’s transition from middle school to high school can be difficult because it is the 

period when the student experiences a major shift in their normal routine (Jackson & 

Schulenberg, 2013). Students need to adjust to widespread differences in campus environment, 

campus size, relationships with school mates, educational standards, and the need to contend 

with a different structure than what existed in the middle school (Jackson & Schulenberg, 2013). 

In addition, at the onset of the ninth grade, students are concerned with the fear of being bullied, 

the inability to adapt to schedule changes, new disciplinary standards, and new requirements for 

academic work. This transition process requires an adjustment period that often lasts until the 
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students can meet the needs of the new environment by responding appropriately (Choi, 2012). 

According to Choi (2012), for some students the period of adjustment is relatively insignificant, 

for some it is short-lived, and for others it is long-lasting.  

Gross et al. (2017) suggested that a student’s emotions can be adversely affected by 

transition challenges. The timing of the move from middle to high school happens in students’ 

adolescent years, a time of rapid mental, social, and emotional growth and development 

(Anderman et al., 2009). Student academic outcomes can be affected by these different stressors 

(Blossom et al., 2019). Wentzel et al. (2019) argued that students’ perception of their acceptance, 

belongingness, and competence through the transition to high school affects their emotional 

well-being and relationships with peers. Other researchers have asserted that the move from 

eighth grade to ninth grade may intensify feelings of despair for adolescents who are already 

susceptible to depression (Blossom et al., 2019). However, during the transition to high school, 

students normally do not experience a comprehensive, coordinated framework to support 

emotional well-being and academic outcomes (Lester et al., 2019). These researchers argued that 

the transition from middle to high school is often related to a time of increased anxiety and 

concern, thus emotionally difficult for most students, and reported that middle school educators 

have not been giving the middle to high school transition much attention despite the documented 

stressors. At the same time, several physiological changes coincide with this transition and 

adolescents must not only respond to their physiological changes but must also react to others 

who view them differently (Anderman et al., 2009).  

Cooper (2011) noted that the challenge of successful transition from eighth grade to ninth 

grade is problematic and a social norm in the U.S. education system. Students transitioning from 

eighth grade to ninth grade are subject to constant challenges with transitioning in an academic 
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environment (Cox et al., 2015). Because of the many new challenges facing students 

transitioning to the ninth grade, students often struggle during this year of school (Choi, 2012; 

Cox et al., 2015) and are academically vulnerable (Langenkamp, 2010). In contrast to middle 

school, high school students are required to handle their own conduct, coupled with little 

accountability for class attendance and expected greater efforts needed in their schoolwork 

(Somers & Garcia, 2016). The increasing independence and loss of accountability can negatively 

affect the students (Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012); consequently, the average student’s academic 

performance declines in the ninth grade (Somers & Garcia, 2016).  

According to Morris (2015), despite researchers documenting decreased academic 

outcomes in the ninth grade, exploring the lived experiences of students transitioning from eighth 

grade to ninth grade would help to better understand the reasons for academic decline during this 

transition. Although there are few studies about transition, it is pertinent for educators and 

policymakers to support and prepare students transitioning from eighth grade to ninth grade 

(Allensworth et al., 2016).  

Cox et al. (2015) found that extensive, systematic ninth-grade support programs are 

crucial for success at this level and argued that passing ninth grade is an important first step in 

completing high school. Somers and Garcia (2016) reported that when students enter high 

school, many do not graduate because of the difficult academic and social transition. And 

because the scholastic achievement of ninth-grade students is crucial to their future performance, 

it is important that the few interventions available are personalized and engaging (Somers & 

Garcia, 2016).  

The theoretical foundation of many interventions are the child development theories of 

Erikson (1968) and Piaget that provide a basis for understanding the significant psychological 
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developmental changes experienced by adolescents entering ninth grade (Cook & Cook, 2005; 

Miller, 1989). While ninth-grade students confront the transition cataclysms, balance must be 

achieved in combining their middle school experiences with current high school problems 

(Vasquez-Salgado & Chavira, 2014). Piaget discussed assimilation and accommodation, of 

“coming to know and the stages we move through as we acquire this ability” (Huitt & Hummel, 

2003, p.1). An important implication of Piaget’s theory on students’ transition experiences is that 

students must adapt to their new environment to be able to attain meaningful academic 

outcomes.  

Statement of the Problem 

It is not well-known how student transitional programs affect student academic 

performance, minimize transitional challenges, and reduce attrition experienced in middle school 

to high school transitions (Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012). According to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES; n.d.), ninth grade is a crucial transition year and a critical grade in 

determining student success in high school. Most adolescents are concerned about the transition 

to high school, but little is understood about supporting relationships that can alleviate the 

difficulties faced by learners as they move from middle school to high school. This is especially 

important for students with different upbringings (Benner et al., 2017). Identifying prospective 

buffers that safeguard adolescents throughout this critical instructional transition is essential to 

inform more efficient practice principles (Benner et al., 2017). 

In response to this issue, many state education agencies provide transition support 

services to alleviate the challenges of the transition from the eighth grade to ninth grade. Texas 

initiated the Texas Ninth Grade Transition and Intervention Program (TNGTI; Hoogstra et al., 

2010). The consensus on the outcome of the program has been that the TNGTI has had moderate 
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impact on the participants (Hoogstra et al., 2010). According to the Intercultural Development 

Research Association (2018), 20% of high school students failed to graduate in Texas in the 

2017-18 school year, which translates to 11 students lost every hour.  

Roybal et al. (2014) reported that integrating evidence-based support to alleviate 

socioemotional effects of transition stressors helped students cope with transition challenges. 

Roybal et al. called for continual access and availability of specialized programs that support the 

evolving needs of students during transition. Generally, however, high school transition 

programs remain ungrounded in theory. Bohnert et al. (2013) reported only one study that 

explored the effects of structured intervention programs for adolescent social changes through 

the transition from high school to middle school. This point is further buttressed by Ellerbrock 

and Keifer (2010), who agreed that more research is needed to assess if a transition course within 

the context of a supportive environment can have a positive impact on students who transition 

from middle school to high school. 

Purpose of the Study 

The focus of this interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) study was to explore 

students’ eighth- to ninth-grade transition experiences because academic performance becomes 

increasingly important as students enter high school with reverberating implications throughout 

the span of life. Students face distinctive difficulties during this crucial transition (Crosnoe & 

Benner, 2015). The purpose of this study was to examine Texas high school students’ transition 

challenges and how such challenges impacted their academic performance and emotional well-

being. 
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Research Questions 

Q1. What are the experiences of students when they transition from eighth to ninth 

grade?  

Q2. How do students use available support systems during the transition from eighth to 

ninth grade? 

Q3. How do support services provide help with the challenges students’ experience 

during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 

Q4. How do school administrators serve during students’ transition from eighth to ninth 

grade? 

Definition of Terms 

Adolescence. Adolescence represents a major change in growth with significant pubertal 

changes, increased social networks, sexual and other social stresses. The adolescent age is a 

point at which individuals start building their own identity, preparing themselves for adulthood 

academically and socially, and discovering and relating to their families and communities 

(Cohen & Smerdon, 2009). Cohen and Smerdon (2009) described adolescence as that 

“developmental stage during which students move from middle to high school” (p. 179). 

Eighth-grade to ninth-grade transition. Eighth- to ninth-grade transition is the big leap 

in the organizational framework in the shift from middle school to high school (Cohen & 

Smerdon, 2009).  

Graduation rate. The graduation rate is the “four-year or extended-year adjusted cohort 

graduation rate as defined by 34 CFR 200.19(b) (1)” (U.S. Department of Education, n.d., para. 

9). 
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High school. A high school is a school that includes any grade span, typically beginning 

with seventh, eighth, or ninth grade, and ending in twelfth grade (NCES, n.d.a). 

High school dropouts. High school dropouts are described as individuals between 16 

years of age and 24 years of age who are not currently enrolled in school and who have not 

completed high school or received a general education diploma (Child Trends, 2015). 

High school graduation. Graduation from high school is described as when an 

individual receives official recognition from school officials for completing a prescribed study 

course through the granting of a diploma. This definition does not include other graduates of 

high school or recipients of equivalence for high school (NCES, n.d.a). 

Ninth-grade bulge. Ninth-grade bulge is the inability of learners to advance from eighth 

grade to ninth grade, resulting in a disproportionate number of learners retained in 10th grade 

(Cohen & Smerdon, 2009). 

Peers. Peers can be defined as companions of the same age who spend time together 

(Zaff et al., 2017). 

School district. A school district is “an education agency at the local level that exists 

primarily to operate public schools or to contract for public school services. Synonyms are ‘local 

basic administrative unit’ and ‘local education agency’” (NCES, n.d.a, para. 76). 

Transition. Transition relates to the change process and includes the activities and 

experiences that occur when an individual moves from one environment to another (Harper, 

2016). 

Summary 

In Chapter 1, I discussed the challenges associated with the transition from eighth grade 

to ninth grade and its consequence on high school drop-out rates. Also, the background of the 
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problem, the purpose of the study, research questions, and definitions of terms can be found in 

Chapter 1.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this study was to explore and generate evidence of students’ experiences 

transitioning from middle school to high school. Substantial evidence documents that the ninth 

grade is a pertinent grade level that influences the decision of whether students graduate from 

high school (Willens, 2013). Several freshmen have a hard time in the first year of high school 

resulting in high dropout rates in ninth grade (Foster et al., 2016). When students repeatedly fail 

the ninth grade, they become unmotivated and, because of the failure to obtain required credits 

for high school graduation, they may drop out of school (Hawkins et al., 2013). Many state 

education agencies have tried to alleviate the scholastic and emotional problems students face in 

ninth grade, but the problems and high dropout rates have persisted (Loschert, 2016). 

To further understand the challenges of the eighth- to ninth-grade transition and to 

generate specific interventions and best practices, I present an analysis of the relevant literature 

in this chapter. Included are sections on related theoretical frameworks, transition challenges, 

transition support systems, impediments to transition support, the importance of the ninth-grade 

year, and academic and socioemotional outcomes of ninth-grade students.  

Theoretical Framework Discussion  

In this study, there are two major theoretical frameworks which helped explore the 

experiences of students as they transitioned from middle to high school. Erikson’s stages of 

psychosocial development and Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development are theories that 

are relevant to the psychology and learning behaviors of students in middle school and the first 

year of high school. To focus on the purpose of this study, I proposed research questions to 

collect data related to these two theories of child development. In addition, I analyzed the 

relevant data collected from the use of these theories to understand how students’ transition 
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challenges may have affected their academic and emotional outcomes. To better understand how 

to use Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development and Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive 

development, a detailed discussion of each follows. 

Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages 

Erikson (1968) maintained that people’s personalities progress through eight stages of 

psychosocial growth from childhood to adulthood in a set order. Erikson (1968) argues that 

every productive stage leads to a healthy personality and the development of fundamental 

virtues. The basic virtues are common attributes that the ego can use to overcome potential 

crises. Erikson (1968) suggested the involvement of two personality characteristics: sensual and 

job-related. As children develop and grow, they pursue options and start to build their own 

uniqueness centered on the outcomes of their endeavors (Muss, 1988). The failure to develop a 

strong sense of individuality within society can lead to misunderstanding societal roles (Erikson, 

1968). Role confusion means that the individual is unsure about themselves or their place in 

society, leading to a psychosocial crisis (Erikson, 1968).   

During each phase of development, a psychosocial crisis can have a substantial effect on 

personality development. According to Erikson (1968), every psychosocial crisis involves the 

psychological needs of the individual (i.e., the psyche) that are counter to the needs of society—

essentially an identity crisis. In Erikson’s fifth phase of psychosocial development, identity crises 

can become more severe. This phase occurs in adolescences between the ages of 12 and 18 years, 

at the same time students are moving from middle school to high school. At this phase, 

adolescents are looking for a sense of self and personal identity. Erikson’s identity status model 

is the most significant explanation of his opinions on individuality (1968).  
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The struggle to develop a secure personal identity conflicts with other stressors of 

moving into a larger and more complex setting—the high school (Erikson, 1968). So 

students who have strong personalities with a strong sense of self-sufficiency and autonomy 

during this developmental stage are more likely to be successful (Erikson, 1968). Those who 

remain confused and unsure of themselves—suffering an identity crisis—are likely to be 

negatively affected and struggle in high school (Cherry, 2013). Erikson asserted that this struggle 

with identity and individuality is inscribed in adolescence (Douvan, 1997; Erikson, 1968).  

Jean Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development  

Piaget discusses how a child constructs a world mental model (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). 

Piaget did not concur with the concept that intellectual ability is a set function and acknowledged 

that cognitive development is a process of physiological development and environmental 

interaction. According to Inhelder and Piaget (1958), it is not uncommon that individuals 

blossom in situations where they are well-adjusted and acclimatized. According to Piaget’s 

assertion, adjustment and adaptation are ongoing processes throughout an individual’s lifespan. 

These procedures are used concurrently and alternately throughout a lifetime (Inhelder & Piaget, 

1958).  

Piaget’s cognitive development theory discusses four stages: infancy, which is 

characterized by sensory and motor functions; toddler and early childhood, which is 

characterized by symbolic thinking; late childhood and early adolescence, which is characterized 

by the development of systematic and rational thinking; and finally, adolescence and adulthood, 

which is characterized by abstract thinking and deductive reasoning (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). 

These stages build upon one another culminating at the adolescence and adulthood stages at the 

same time students are entering ninth grade (McLeod, 2018). Not all adolescents do attain this 
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last stage of abstract, deductive thinking (Cook & Cook, 2005). Adolescents think in ways that 

are further developed, productive, and viable and that significantly affect adolescents’ scholastic 

performance in the first year of high school (Sanders, 2019). 

The transition to middle school happens to coincide with adolescence—the time of 

transition from childhood to adulthood. Adolescents not only emotionally react to these 

developmental shifts, but they also must respond to others who are treating them differently 

(Anderman & Mueller, n.d.). While high school transitions entail increased academic 

responsibilities and challenges, they are also a time of more intense peer pressures and changing 

social roles (Andrew & Flashman, 2017). 

For these reasons, Hawkins et al. (2013) noted that adolescents experience high levels of 

stress. Moreover, normative school transitions, which include the move from eighth grade to 

ninth grade, are periods of increased physical and emotional turmoil for adolescents (Lofgran et 

al., 2015). They face changes in their self-image, self-esteem, social expectations, and demands 

for better academic performance (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2015).  

These developmental changes require that educators respond with different sets of 

priorities and teaching goals. Ellerbrock and Keifer (2013) argued that teenagers have changing 

requirements that need to be addressed in classroom settings. Despite advances in cognitive 

skills, which serve to expand adolescent educational capacities, researchers have shown that 

transitioning into a new, different classroom framework can lower many students’ perceptions of 

their skills (Lofgran et al., 2015).  

In understanding the transition experiences of adolescents, Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial 

development theory plays a key role. In addition, Piaget’s work on cognitive development 

confirms the importance of positive transition experiences for students during transition from 
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middle school to high school. Poor school transitions can be linked in some way to the physical, 

biological, emotional, and social changes adolescents’ experience (Choukas-Bradley et al., 

2015).  

Transitions are affected in multiple contexts as adolescents’ transition from middle 

school to high school (Benner, 2011). Physiological outcomes interfere with situational and 

cognitive aspects to impact socioemotional functioning, such as academic achievement (Lerner, 

2002). Erikson (1968) thought that the most critical elements of personality development were 

social relations, which are impacted in no small way during transition from eighth grade to ninth 

grade.  

However, some researchers argue that not all changes experienced in adolescence are 

negative (Lerner, 2002). Lerner (2002) opined that the evolving relationships between 

adolescents and their environments are the fundamental methods of growth in this phase and 

underlie both beneficial and negative results. The high school transition enables young people to 

pursue new instructional and extracurricular activities that would otherwise be unavailable for 

middle school students (Kohler et al., 2016). However, according to Erickson’s theory on 

psychosocial development, while adolescents are enjoying an expansion of their social and 

educational horizons, they are also battling the difficult task of defining self as they transition 

from middle school to high school. Adolescents seeking a new sense of identity and integration 

must fight many of the struggles of earlier years and need help cultivating lasting morals as 

creators of a stable self-image (Erikson 1968).  

Unfortunately, it is also at this juncture that meaningful support systems sponsored by 

adults disappear (Kohler et al., 2016). And support is critically important to facilitate successful 

transitions as adolescents try to fit into their new high school environments (Kohler et al., 2016). 
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There is a certain level of personal satisfaction and importance derived from being able to fit in 

and cooperate with peers, thus, establishing emotional stability and a meaningful sense of self 

(Miller, 1989). A proven outcome of sincere adult support in establishing a more secure, stable 

identity for teenagers is that the teens are able to fit in more quickly, have better self-esteem and 

morals, and, consequently, are able to focus on their academic studies more effectively (Kohler 

et al., 2016).  

Ninth-Grade Student Academic and Socioemotional Outcomes 

Evans et al. (2018) maintained that academic accomplishment is the primary measure of a 

positive high school transition and reported that several studies in the United States confirm that 

the move from eighth grade to ninth grade has a mostly negative academic impact on student 

achievement. Shapiro and Heath (2014) stated that, generally, because of academic, social, and 

family dynamics, high school students report moderate to high stress concentrations, and 

receiving little or no transition support can cause more stress. Allensworth et al. (2014) stated 

that grades or marks in ninth grade typically decline by at least half a point, irrespective of 

students being at risk at the time they transitioned from middle school (Evans et al., 2018). 

Hawkins et al. (2013) established a connection between poor transitions and poor academic 

outcomes in ninth grade. Studies have consistently found that poor school transitions often lead 

to poor academic performance and dropping out (Hawkins et al., 2013).  

Based on previous research that normative school transitions have adverse effects on 

overall academic achievement, Lofgran et al. (2015) hypothesized that these transitions would 

also lead to a decline in students’ beliefs in their ability to understand and master scientific 

knowledge. In a study to confirm that a range of factors possibly influence the self-efficacy 

views of students, particularly in science, the researchers examined possible interactions between 
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these variables in a sampling of students across a local school district. Results of the study 

indicated an alarming trend in the decline in students’ beliefs in their science abilities as they 

ascended grade levels from K–12 (Lofgran et. al., 2015). Though this study examined self-

efficacy in relation to science only, there are missing pieces in studies to provide evidence for all 

academic areas (Lofgran et. al., 2015). Moving to high school appeared to be the transition that 

saw the most substantial decrease in science self-efficacy (Lofgran et al., 2015). They found that 

in middle school, students did not have significantly separate science self-efficacy scores, but 

major differences occurred in the middle years compared to the ninth-grade scores (Lofgran et 

al., 2015). This raised some issues for researchers because research previously focused on 

mathematical and verbal self-efficacy according to age and grade level (Lofgran et al., 2015). 

This prompted the following question: What is (are) the causes of the identified gap in the 

apparent achievement of students throughout all subjects (Lofgran et al., 2015)? Furthermore, 

Lofgran et al. proposed that differences between how science is taught and evaluated in high 

school versus in middle school may be responsible for drops in self-efficacy in science. 

 Seeskin et al. (2018) reported that changes in core grade point average (GPA) and non-

core GPA declined across the transition to high school. They examined a report on Chicago 

public school students who joined high school in 2008 and noted their average GPAs dropped by 

more than half a point during the eighth-grade to ninth-grade transition as a consequence of 

notable drops in attendance and study habits (Seeskin et al., 2018). Seeskin et al. indicated that 

noncognitive variables, such as excessive symptoms of depression, fewer school friends, decline 

in social and emotional well-being of teenagers, school connectivity, and self-perception affected 

students’ academic achievement, their attendance, study practices, and other academic behaviors 

(2018). 
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Sutton et al. (2018) opined that during the middle school to high school transition, 

educational stratification may be retained, interrupted, or worsened. According to Okano et al. 

(2019), declines in social functioning may be one reason for the instability in academic outcomes 

of students transitioning from middle school to high school. Neild (2009) asserted that effective 

management of the increased academic demands of ninth grade is pivotal to earning enough 

credits for high school graduation requirements. Neild clarified why ninth grade causes issues for 

some students: First, ninth grade overlaps with lifespan changes, for example, decreased parental 

involvement and more peer pressure; second, students detach from their eighth-grade teachers 

and friends when they move to high school; third, students transitioning to high school are 

underprepared, which is the strongest evidence; and last, the structure of some high schools is 

itself a noteworthy reason for big challenges. There are transient educational consequences for 

ninth-grade students in danger of not completing high school. They are enrolled in credit 

recovery programs to recover failed courses, and without credit recovery, students do not 

graduate with their peers (Neild, 2009).  

According to Evans et al. (2018), students’ feelings of belonging, connectedness, and 

attachment to a school may be affected by school transitions and influence their academic 

performance. Some studies have established reciprocal connections between school 

connectedness and academic achievement by the end of ninth grade (Evans et al., 2018). On a 

general note, studies showing a connection between poor emotional outcomes and school 

transition have been inconsistent (Evans et al., 2018). Some researchers found that the eighth-

grade to ninth-grade transition is harmful to students’ emotional and psychological well-being, 

while others disagree that the transition is harmful (Evans et al., 2018). Evans et al. noted that 

some researchers found significant negative effects on post-transition well-being, while others 
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have seen positive results or insignificant results. They reported that the move from eighth grade 

to ninth grade had an effect on a broad range of emotional health issues and risky adolescent 

behaviors; nonetheless, other variables could also have an impact on a successful transition 

(2018). Evans et al. called for further investigation to resolve the varying results and to promote 

school transition policies that allow each student to experience a healthy transition to high school 

and to continue to improve academically, socially, and mentally.  

Goodwin et al. (2012) noted that apart from overall modifications in development, school 

transitions are prone to shape the choice of friends and the social interactions in adolescents. 

Suggesting that school transitions may disturb existing peer groups and create possibilities for 

the selection of new friends from a bigger and more varied peer pool, Goodwin et al. (2012) 

argued that school transitions can immediately lead to a rise in symptoms of depression. Existing 

literature suggests that adolescents are inclined to choose friends with comparable levels of 

depression (Goodwin et al., 2012). However, it is not apparent whether and how these processes 

differ during the adolescent years, how important school changes affect them, or how they can 

differ by sex orientation (Goodwin et al., 2012). Goodwin et al.’s implication is that there is a 

possibility of making poor friendship decisions upon entering high school, if not guided. In the 

long term, good choices may be more positive and promote healthy behavior, rather than 

negative and potentially dangerous behavior (Goodwin et al., 2012).  

It is clear that much research has shown that the transition from eighth to ninth grade is 

difficult and full of challenges. As many researchers have argued, the declines in academic 

performance in ninth grade seem to result from poor transitioning to ninth grade. This is all the 

more important because it is the relative success or failure of this transition and their academic 
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performance in ninth grade that significantly impacts a teenage student’s longer-term academic 

performance, and whether they complete high school or drop out. 

The Importance of Ninth Grade in Graduating High School 

The transition into ninth grade and high school is a critical point for students (Korbey, 

2015), and this transition is often accompanied by lower grades and poor attendance (Barone et 

al., 1991). During this time, students move to a less supportive environment, unlike the middle 

school where they are still being protected. Students in middle school attend back-to-school 

nights at the beginning of the school year giving parents the opportunity to meet teachers and get 

involved in their students’ academic lives, unlike in high school (Hoffses, 2018). Their ability to 

adjust and perform can determine if they will complete high school (McClatchy, 2014). This 

transition to high school is usually regarded as an unpleasant defining moment in adolescent 

development (Iimura & Taku, 2018). Parents and students have mixed feelings on this new 

journey, especially because of the age group of students navigating this terrain. Despite the large 

number of students that move from eighth grade to ninth grade, the NCES (2005) reported that 

 a large number of students are not promoted to tenth grade due to a high failure rate, 

which is referred to as a ninth-grade bulge. . . . The ninth-grade bulge is illustrated by the 

following numbers: enrollment figures show 4.19 million students enrolled in grade nine 

during the 2003-2004 school year, while figures for the following school year, 2004-

2005, show enrollment numbers for tenth grade at around 3.75 million—a loss of 10.5%. 

(para. 10)  

The transition to ninth grade is considered an important normative school transition 

(Lofgran et al., 2015) and this year has been identified as a critical for graduating from high 

school (Cox et al., 2015). In a study by Balfanz and Letgers (2004), in 2,000 U.S. high schools, 
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the ninth-grade class had decreased by 40% or more as students reached their senior year. 

According to Neild et al. (2001), the significance of the ninth-grade year shows the need for 

greater focus on high school transition to decrease the high drop-out rates in big cities. They 

argued that a relationship exists between repeating the freshman year of high school and high 

school graduation (Neild et al., 2001). Researchers have explored the connection between 

repeating ninth grade and dropping out of high school and believe that ninth-grade experiences 

have an autonomous impact on the dropout rate (Cox et al., 2015; Neild et al., 2001). The 

difficulty in maneuvering the challenges of ninth-grade experiences, even for students who 

looked comparable in other respects when they transitioned to high school, significantly 

improves the likelihood of dropping out (Neild et al., 2001). Moreover, the social significance of 

a poor high school transition for parents, educators, students, and all stakeholders are enormous. 

Ineffective transitions from eighth to ninth grade increases the chances of students dropping out 

of high school, students not completing high school in a timely manner, and poor academic 

outcomes in U.S. high schools (Cox et al., 2015); therefore, it is important to ensure a smooth 

entry for students at this juncture. 

One variable examined in some studies is the promotion system in high school (Cox et 

al., 2015). Most school districts utilize the credit system to determine graduation. According to 

state regulations, students must earn a particular number of credits to graduate. The promotion 

system in high school is unlike middle school, where a student needs to pass tests to be promoted 

from grade to grade (Cox et al., 2015). To be promoted in high school, state education agencies 

set out certain credit prerequisites per grade. Students acquire credits by effectively finishing 

academic classes with passing grades. Thus, to be promoted from ninth grade to 10th grade, 

students must acquire the number of credits stipulated by the state education agency by passing 
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their classes, which entails passing exams, state tests, participating in class, and successfully 

completing class assignments. So, it is not only necessary to pass some tests, although they are 

still centrally important. Students must come to school ready to participate in discussions, write 

reports and essays, and study many more hours both in school and at home to pass courses and 

move on to the next grade. All this while experiencing hormonal, emotional, and psychological 

changes. 

In a discussion about how dropping out of high school affected the society at large, 

McKee and Calderella (2016) reported that middle-school GPA, evaluations, engagement, and 

ACT math scores were all solid indicators of student performance in the ninth grade and 

recommended using these indicators to intervene and support students in the ninth grade. 

Pharris-Ciurej et al. (2012) reiterated the risk factors associated with ninth-grade 

transition. High school dropout and high attrition rates are thought to emanate from ninth-grade 

shock (Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012) that students experience upon entering high school, with 

bigger schools, more students, less support systems, and more independence. Not passing 

courses and receiving course credits may itself be a medium for student disconnection from 

school that either began or worsened when they made the shift to high school, or it may be a 

medium for the alienation that followed after performing badly in courses (Neild et al., 2001). 

With all these necessary adaptations fighting for the students’ attention, ninth grade is often 

stressful with an unanticipated decrease in academic success and increase rates of failure 

(Pharris-Ciurej et al., 2012)  

Based on the various assertions by researchers, it is pivotal to garner evidence of the 

reasons for unsuccessful transition, so as to get all stakeholders to buy into the systems that 

ought to be put in place to ease transition challenges. Reents (2002) noted an 8% dropout rate of 
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fully operational transition programs, while schools without programs had an average drop-out 

rate of 24%.  

Dealing With Anxiety and Lower Self-Esteem 

Various researchers studied explanations of the emotional difficulty students face during 

the transition to high school (Reents, 2002). When students begin the ninth grade, they often 

encounter larger, more impersonal, complex high schools with congested homerooms, exacting 

schedules to organize, complex course materials, and more class assignments to complete (Neild 

et al., 2001). It is simple for a ninth grader to lose all sense of direction dealing with the 

increased demands placed on them (Neild et al., 2001). These stressors can lead to increased 

anxiety as they clamber to keep up with the demands.  

Adolescent students become anxious because of the uncertainty in social engagement, 

which is intertwined with students’ self-concept (Modecki et al., 2018). Self-concept for most 

adolescents represents an emotional foundation that enables decision making, directs social 

conduct, and significantly affects academic performance (Modecki et al., 2018). Modecki et al. 

(2018) reported that a decline in self-concept negatively impacted the middle school to high 

school transition, although it seemed to improve during the later years of high school. The 

researchers recommended that students take part in a variety of extracurricular activities, 

particularly during the transition to high school, when more diverse academic and social 

relationships become available. They stated that this would help alleviate the dip in self-concept 

over the high school years (Modecki et al., 2018). Consequently, Modecki et al. provided 

compelling proof that involvement in a wide range of structured, adult-led activities during 

transition helped develop adolescent self-awareness (2018). 
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In addition, Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) suggested that implementing and sustaining 

school engagement and development of a supportive school community may help alleviate some 

emotional transition problems for all students and, in particular, incoming ninth graders. They 

described resources, activities, and initiatives that can help students deal with the increased 

anxiety and stress levels and navigate the ninth grade more successfully, thereby enabling 

improved academic achievement and self-concept (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2010). They also 

proposed that the best way to help the transitioning students is to enhance interactions and 

establish an active classroom climate that builds connections and creates engagement for the 

students. Building connections in high school with new peers and engaging with teachers may be 

challenging, but it can provide an opportunity for self-development (Iimura & Taku, 2018).  

In another study, Uvaas and McKevitt (2013) offered five suggestions for educators in 

creating high school transition programs: schools must “(a) create a transition program 

curriculum, (b) encourage scholarly growth, (c) promote school connectedness, (d) recognize 

students with numerous stress factors, and (e) assess the school structure” (p. 56). This would 

help in facilitating a smooth transition for students and in increasing connections between 

students and staff, consequently, reducing some of the negative educational outcomes (Uvaas & 

McKevitt, 2013).  

Transition Supports 

Benner et al. (2017) argued that support during transition is a prelude to a positive 

outcome for students as they transition from middle school to high school. Because of the 

disruptive nature of high school transition, support for students can help alleviate the challenges 

of the transition. Benner et al. documented budding problems experienced by learners as they 

move from middle school to high school and important variations in these experiences; however, 



24 

 

the main focus of the research was on supportive relationships that can minimize transitional 

disruptions. The researchers concluded that positive transition support is a strong bridge between 

eighth grade and ninth grade (Benner et al., 2017). In addition, Sastry and Aguirre (2012) 

discovered that the degree of social support provided for students engaged in a transition support 

program was linked to a more successful adaptation to the high-school environment and routine. 

Studies have shown that students would agree. Students self-reported that transitions from one 

grade to the next in middle school became increasingly difficult, especially because of declining 

support from teachers and changes in the school environment (Barber & Olsen, 2004).  

Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2013) examined students enrolled in a freshman-focused program 

that reviewed support systems for students transitioning from eighth grade to ninth grade. When 

reviewing the students three years later in their senior year, Ellerbrock and Kiefer noted that the 

program had promoted a caring environment that helped these students in their freshman year 

and beyond to graduation. Students indicated that the program supplied them with the academic 

and life skills needed for high-school achievement (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013). The researchers 

reported that the academic skills taught in this program included organizational and effective 

note-taking strategies in high school and that the students valued these skills. The life skills 

taught concentrated on real-life organizational and time management skills. The participating 

students confirmed that the course taught them about life, and they were able to use what they 

learned both inside and outside of school and the classroom (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013). To 

teach and strengthen the life skills students needed for achievement at the high school and in life, 

Sean Covey’s (1998) Seven Habits for Highly Effective Teens was a part of the freshman-focused 

curriculum. The students learned about self-renewal, being proactive, thinking win-win, and 
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synergizing (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013). This study confirmed the importance of support 

services and programs for students as they transition from middle school to high school.  

These support programs serve as a platform between the school and students. Educators 

give the socioemotional boost that students need to be effective in school and to improve their 

feeling of belonging within the school community (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013). Without these 

networks of support that help students to interface with staff and peers, many students tend to 

exhibit troublesome behavior, social distance, and eventually drop out. Ellerbrock and Keifer 

(2013) also examined care and support at the secondary school level from the student’s point of 

view. The researchers studied how secondary campuses provided an engaging environment for 

their freshmen class through the freshman transition program (Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013). The 

study revealed that there were certain relationships that fostered connectedness in these programs 

between teachers and students, whether the programs were created and led by teachers or were 

student-led. (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2013). Ellerbrock and Kiefer reaffirmed that freshman-

focused programs afforded students an expansion of their social networks and also provided 

educational and life skills needed to succeed in high school and beyond.  

In a study evaluating the effect of the Texas TNGTI program initiated by the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA), Hallberg et al. (2011) compared the outcomes of ninth graders who 

participated in the TNGTI to comparable students who did not take part in the program. It was 

held during the summer months preceding the beginning of the new school year and designed to 

prepare students for the ninth grade and high school. The objective was to examine the effects of 

offering extra support to at-risk learners as they moved to high school. The general results of the 

study concentrated on three subjects: (a) implementation of the TNGTI program elements— 

summer transition program, early warning data system, and intervention services; (b) perceived 
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to decrease tardiness and absences, and time management should be provided to all incoming 

ninth-grade students during the summer before the beginning of the school year. 

The Role of Middle-School Teachers 

Haynes (2017) described some intervention strategies by middle school teachers in 

Alabama in support of eighth-grade students as they faced the hurdle of moving smoothly to the 

new high school. According to Haynes, students who were provided a nurturing environment 

through building positive teacher-student relationships appeared to perform better upon moving 

to ninth grade. In line with this strategy, middle-school educators incorporated career exploration 

activities, taught students self-reliance, and introduced a rigorous and engaging curriculum in the 

eighth grade that better prepared students for the more rigorous academic environment of high 

school (Haynes, 2017). The inclusion of a structured school environment with personalized 

support, parental involvement, and communication and collaboration between the eighth-grade 

teachers and the ninth-grade teachers from the feeder high schools proved effective as eighth 

graders navigated the accompanying emotional and physiological changes of adolescence and 

puberty (Haynes, 2017).  

Conclusion 

Research demonstrates transition problems continue in ninth-grade classrooms 

throughout the United States (Cushman, 2006; Foster et al., 2016; Hawkins et al., 2013; Neild, 

2009; Willens, 2013). Researchers confirmed that socioemotional and physiological changes in 

adolescents, school climate and environment, and academic and behavioral issues are some of 

the major factors that affect the transition from middle school to high school (Choukas-Bradley 

et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2018; Kohler et al., 2016; Lofgran et al., 2015; NRC/IOM, 1999; 

Okano et al., 2019: Sutton et al., 2018; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013). That these factors are 



31 

 

significant and ubiquitous is supported by Erikson’s (1968) theoretical framework of 

psychosocial development. Erikson’s theory connects the physiological and socioemotional 

changes of adolescence to many of the issues that affect students as they transition from middle 

school to high school. Many researchers have argued that effective transition support services 

prior to the transition to ninth grade can help alleviate the issues (Duchesne et al., 2017; 

Ellerbrock et al., 2015; Ellerbrock & Keifer, 2013; Emmett & McGee, 2012; Muscarà et al., 

2018; Roybal et al., 2014; Styron & Peasant, 2010). In addition, they demonstrated that 

implementing a host of support services, such as ninth-grade academies, interdisciplinary 

teaming, parental involvement, teaching freshmen organizational and time management life 

skills, and collaboration and communication between the administrators of the middle school and 

high school, may help prevent some of the problems. Continued student support and provision of 

a nurturing and caring environment to assure student connectedness and engagement with their 

new high school settings are some of the most effective means of supporting students through the 

transition (Haynes, 2017; Johnston & Goatley, 2014; Sastry & Aguirre, 2012; Uvaas & 

McKevitt, 2013). In the review of literature on transition support, I identified effective and best 

practices that educators can employ to enhance transition programs and demonstrated that 

implementing targeted supports for eighth-grade students can encourage a more efficient 

transition to the ninth grade and reduce the dropout rate.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

In this chapter, I describe the research methodology for this study, structured into the 

following sections: research design, population, sample, materials and instruments, data 

collection procedure, data analysis procedure researcher’s role, ethical considerations, 

assumptions, limitations, delimitations, and summary.  

The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological study (IPA) was to explore students’ 

transitional challenges and generate programs to support students’ academic performance. An 

IPA study allowed me to understand the transition challenges of students transitioning from 

middle school to high school. According to Smith et al. (2009), the intention of an IPA 

investigator is to make sense of what is happening to the participants. Consequently, this study 

attempted to uncover the students’ experiences, the problems they experienced in the transition 

to high school, and how these concerns affected their educational and psychological outcomes. 

The following research questions were addressed: 

Q1. What are the experiences of students when they transition from eighth to ninth 

grade?  

Q2. How do students use available support systems during the transition from eighth to 

ninth grade? 

Q3. How do support services provide help with the challenges students’ experience 

during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 

Q4. How do school administrators serve during students’ transition from eighth to ninth 

grade? 
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Research Design 

According to Smith et al. (2009), an IPA is a qualitative research method that examines 

how people understand their major life experiences. The IPA is phenomenological because it 

explores the experiences of the subjects (Smith et al., 2009). According to Willig and Rogers 

(2017), the purpose of a phenomenological analysis is to decide what the experience means for 

people who have had the experience and then give a detailed explanation of the experience. 

Experience is the subject that an IPA study delivers and intends to comprehend about the solid 

and important universe of individuals (Eatough & Smith, 2017). An IPA study allowed me to 

explore and understand the lived experiences of 10th-grade students who transitioned from 

eighth grade to ninth grade during the 2018-2019 academic school year in a mid-sized high 

school within a suburban school district with a large population of military families. In this IPA 

study, my aim was to understand the students who had the transition experience from eighth 

grade to ninth grade and to be able to make meaning of what they conceived as their experiences. 

In addition to the students, I interviewed the students’ mothers and two school counselors to 

learn about their thoughts and experiences in supporting students who transitioned to the ninth 

grade.  

Population 

I conducted the study at the only high school within a small suburban school district in 

central Texas. This highly rated school district has 2,087 students in grades PK–12 with at least 

85% of students competent in mathematics and 82% competent in reading, according to a report 

by the TEA in the 2017-2018 academic year. The district serves a diverse student population 

with 72.6% White, 21.9% Hispanic, less than 2% African American, American Indian, Asian, 

and Pacific Islander, respectively. During the 2017-2018 school year, approximately 15.57% of 
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the students were from military families. According to the TEA (2018a), Texas has the second 

largest military-related student population; there are approximately 89,000 students in military 

families within the state. The high school at this school district has a total enrollment of 643 

students with 119 (18.51%) being military-connected students. The middle school total 

enrollment is 478 with 60 (12.55%) military-connected students. Military deployment and 

reassignment in this area contributes to frequent student mobility in this school district.  

Sample 

Intentional sampling (samples meeting specific criteria) was most appropriate for this 

study. Intentional sampling was reasonable for this study because of the limited number of 

participants in the study. Interpretive phenomenological research relies on small samples as 

careful examination of the transcripts of the interview takes a lot of time and energy (Smith et 

al., 2009). The intentional selection of participants enhanced the collection of rich content 

from the participants (Palinkas et al., 2013). Some of the participants were students who 

transitioned from eight to ninth grade in the school district. These participants were a sampling 

of information-rich informants (Palinkas et al., 2013). When individuals participate in an 

important experience in their life, such as a school transition, they start to reflect on the meaning 

of what is going on, and an IPA study aims to participate in these reflections (Smith et al., 2009). 

Therefore, it was important that the best participants were chosen as participants. Since the 

participants were intentionally selected, they were able to produce in-depth data of their 

transition experiences (Palinkas et al., 2013). According to Smith et al. (2009), in an IPA study, a 

small number of people who share the same experience is the ideal. IPA sample sizes are usually 

small, because the goal is to reveal something of the experience of each participant (Smith et al., 

2009).  
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In this study, the sample consisted of five students who transitioned from eighth grade to 

ninth grade within the school district in the academic year 2018-2019. I selected all the 

participants from one high school. I purposefully selected the participants from the 10th-grade 

class of the 2020-2021 school year based on defined criteria of race, military affiliation, and 

gender. In addition, participants were 10th-grade students who transitioned from eighth grade to 

ninth grade between August 2018 and May 2019. According to Creswell (2012), “it is important 

to determine the size of the sample you will need when selecting participants to participate in the 

study” (p. 146). Similarly, in the traditional phenomenological research, the size of the 

participants may be between 2 and 25. The choice of these participants represented the 

similarity between all the sample of the participants. That was the reason I selected only five 

student participants (Smith et al., 2009).  

Because this high school is located in a military community, there are 325 military-

connected students district-wide. This factor could affect the dynamics of the sample and the 

results, because according to researchers, military students already experience many transition 

challenges, including frequent mobility, deployments of parents, and war (Astor & 

Benbenishty, 2014). School counselors reviewed students’ data for the above listed criteria. 

These participants completed eighth grade within the same middle school, transitioned to a 

feeder high school within the same school district, and completed ninth grade within the same 

high school, thus ensuring that their experiences occurred within the same context. As per IPA 

study methods (Smith et al., 2009), I also interviewed the students’ mothers to get their 

perspectives, and a ninth-grade and 10th-grade counselor because the ninth-grade counselor had 

experience of the challenges facing ninth graders, and the 10th-grade counselor was able to shed 

light on how the transition to high school affected 10th graders.  
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Materials/Instruments 

To answer the research questions, I utilized qualitative methods to collect and analyze 

data. I interviewed each student to determine what his or her transition experiences were like and 

how the experiences affected their academic performance. I used semistructured, one-to-one 

interviews as primary sources of data, an approach typical of IPA study methods (Smith et al., 

2009). One-to-one interviews via Zoom helped to develop a personal connection and give 

participants room for thinking, speaking, and listening (Smith et al., 2009). Another reason for 

utilizing the semistructured interview was to ensure that interviewees stayed focused when 

answering questions. According to Willig and Rogers (2017), interviews are the most popular 

manner of gathering information in IPA, and for good reason—real-time interaction with the 

participant provides the researcher a great deal of flexibility to make it easier for participants to 

explore their experiences. The semistructured interview requires the interviewer to develop a set 

of issues that are used to direct rather than dictate the interview process (Willig & Rogers, 2017). 

In addition, a semistructured approach allows the interviewer to add follow-up questions during 

the interview, because if the participants are allowed to tell their stories, they may leave out 

pertinent information and tell specific stories about other things. With promptings, the 

interviewees remain focused on the study goals (Smith et al., 2009). Smith et al. (2009) also 

advised that IPA researchers take into account contextual factors that can affect what the 

participant says in an interview.  

 I conducted the interview on Zoom and used its recording feature to record the 

interviews. Prior to recording, I reminded students that they are free to discontinue the interview 

at any time. I obtained a verbal consent, in addition to the informed consent/child assent. The 

interview protocol consisted of four semistructured interview questions. I followed up the 
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questions with prompts to delve deeper into the participants’ lived experiences and elicit 

additional details.  

In addition to the semistructured interview, I utilized a one-question interview protocol 

for the participants’ parents to gain more insight on their teenager’s transition experience. Based 

on my research questions, I thought there was a need to hear the parents’ perspective. Smith et al. 

(2009) suggested that utilizing focus groups might be helpful if there is a need to hear the 

opinions of more respondents; focus groups make it possible to hear several voices at a single 

sitting and to draw a bigger sample into a smaller amount of information collected about a 

phenomenon. However, because it was difficult to schedule the parents to come together, 

interviewing individual parents was the more convenient option. To facilitate a smoother process 

for interviewing each individual parent, I wrote letters to the students’ parents informing them I 

wanted to hear their perspective, which required their consent to audio record and publicly 

disclose their views. Further, Creswell (2003) advised that qualitative researchers ask only one or 

two central questions, with five to seven subquestions ready to use at their discretion and that the 

research questions be worded in a probing and open-ended manner. Consequently, I designed the 

interview protocols based on the criteria above (Appendix A). The qualitative interview 

strategies used in this study are consistent with the practices of researchers using qualitative 

interview techniques (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 

Qualitative Data Collection Procedure 

The IPA method is well-adapted for this research because the intention was to find rich, 

detailed accounts of each students’ transition experience (Smith et al., 2009). Due to the COVID-

19 pandemic, I was not allowed to conduct a face-to-face interview with any student, parent, or 

school personnel. I sought approval from the IRB to conduct the interviews via Zoom. I used 
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methods to minimize interruption and disruption to the school day and scheduled activities by 

asking students, parents, and school counselors to provide their availability, including weekends, 

for Zoom interviews. I sent a written memorandum with the Zoom login information to remind 

the students participating in the study on the day preceding the interview, showing the date, time, 

and all login details. To guarantee that the student’s ideas are fully and accurately gathered, I 

recorded interviews during the Zoom interview session and provided each participant a paper 

copy of the interview protocol by email (Creswell, 2013). I employed a transcription company, 

Transcription Puppy, to transcribe all interview transcripts after the interviews were completed. I 

employed Transcription Puppy because it was recommended by my dissertation chairman and 

the business is recognized by several organizations for providing strict data confidentiality and 

diligently providing accurate word-for-word transcription of qualitative data. The company had 

worked with my dissertation chairman in the past providing accurate transcription of important 

documents, secure data transfer, and management of confidentiality. In addition, the company is 

reputed for abiding by IRB standards. The company is certified by the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative (CITI) and the National Institute of Health (NIH) in protecting human subject 

research participants. 

All collected data were safeguarded and password-protected and all computer files were 

backed up (Davidson, 1996) in several locations. Any hard copy documents were locked in my 

office and will continue to be for the foreseeable future.  

Before starting each interview, I gave a brief overview of my role in the study, indicating 

my desire and responsibility to ensure that the students are comfortable in speaking freely and 

openly about their transition experiences. I emphasized to the students that their responses to the 

questions are important to the study, and that I would be using the answers to develop a complete 
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description of their transitional experiences. Specifically, for IPA, it is important to explain to 

participants how data collected will be utilized, especially the inclusion in the published reports 

of verbatim excerpts (Smith et al., 2009).  

Successful data collection strategies in IPA involve coordination, flexibility, and 

sensitivity (Smith et al., 2009). I informed all participants about the time commitment involved 

and the style of interview. At the beginning of the interview, I told participants that their 

transition experiences were of great interest and that there were no correct or incorrect responses. 

I also told them I would do more listening than talking, so they should be prepared if the 

interview seemed one-sided. My background as a transition consultant for military students 

prompted my interest in this study and I shared this information with the participants. I believe 

that sharing my story and experience made the students feel more relaxed, and they were more 

relatable knowing that my interest in the study stemmed from a concern to make improvements 

in the transition experiences of students. The student participants in this study were adolescents, 

so I was careful to clarify the questions. I conducted a pilot study with two students and their 

parents prior to the actual study to ensure the questions were clear. The goal for me was to let 

them say as much as they would like to say. There was the potential for me to forget some of the 

issues that I needed the students to elaborate on, so I took notes as they responded to questions so 

that I could come back to those areas where I thought I could dig further. Before students began 

to answer the interview questions and shared any of their experiences, I asked them once again to 

verbally provide consent for recording of the interview during the Zoom session. Minimal notes 

were taken during the interview, so that I was able to concentrate on listening to the interviewee, 

gather in-depth information, and maximize important and valid data collection related to the 

phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009). 
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According to Creswell (2013), alternative forms of data are increasingly used in 

phenomenological research to gain a greater understanding of the phenomenon of interest. 

Collectively, the four types of data—interviews, attendance reports, discipline records, and 

report cards—provide a robust dataset to develop a textural description (narrative) of the 

combined experience of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). This was the 

proposed plan; however, the COVID-19 pandemic made this impossible because the school 

district would not release electronic documents and visitors were prohibited from coming on the 

campus.  

Qualitative Data Analysis Procedure 

Smith et al. (2009) encouraged IPA researchers to be innovative in analyzing collected 

data, since there is no right or wrong way of carrying out the analysis. The analysis of IPA data 

is an iterative process; it requires the investigator to engage with the transcript (Smith et al., 

2009). The data analysis consisted of six phases: 

Phase 1: Initial readings of the transcript. 

Phase 2: Identifying and labeling themes. 

Phase 3: Developing and linking emergent themes.  

Phase 4: Searching for connections across emergent themes. 

Phase 5: Moving to the next case. 

Phase 6: Looking for patterns across cases. 

Phase 1  

Phase 1 began with the practice of epoché (i.e., bracketing) during the interview to 

prevent confusing information with private views and thoughts. According to Smith et al. (2009), 

the first stage in an IPA assessment includes immersing oneself in some of the initial 
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information. In this case, I listened to the recorded audio a few times, and after it was 

transcribed, I read and reread the information. This enabled me to familiarize myself with the 

data. Because IPA studies require the researcher to enter the participant’s world, I reread the 

transcribed document several times. This enabled me to enter the stage of active involvement 

with the information to start the process of entering the respondents’ environments (Smith et al., 

2009). Repeated reading also enabled a model of the general interview framework to develop 

and enabled me to obtain knowledge of how narratives linked certain parts of the interview 

(Smith et al., 2009). 

Phase 2  

In Phase 2, I scrutinized recordings for common topics, understanding the significance of 

important sentences by working with the interviewees to clarify them. I analyzed the study data 

using the steps outlined by Smith et al. (2009), which included multiple readings and 

rereadings of the information, the introduction of a note, the identification of emerging topics 

from the transcript and early notes, and the search for linkages between topics by arranging 

recognized topics into the ones that clustered together. 

Phase 3  

In Phase 3, I began developing emergent themes by arranging the coded information into 

emerging topics by tying topics and sentences together to better depict the interviewees’ stories. 

In the search for emerging themes, I tried to reduce the amount of detail from the original notes 

and transcripts while maintaining the intricacies of the details by filtering the interconnections 

and trends between the investigative notes (Smith et al., 2009). As described, I grouped the 

significant statements into topics and used them to create textural and structural experience 

descriptions (Moustakas, 1994; Roulson, 2010). According to Smith et al. (2009), the challenge 
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of translating observations into themes requires an effort to make a succinct statement of what 

was important in the various comments related to the transcript. 

Phase 4  

In Phase 4, I searched for connections across emergent themes (Smith et al., 2009). First, 

I created a list of all the themes in chronological order. Then I scrutinized the list and moved 

themes around to make clusters of associated topics. Some themes were moved around to ensure 

they are pulled into the same clusters. Clusters behave as magnets, pulling other topics in their 

direction (Smith et al., 2009). I then created a visual illustration of the relationship between 

emerging topics. Again, I was innovative, using the method that worked for me. Smith et al. 

suggests several methods, including abstraction, which is a fundamental way of recognizing 

trends among topics and of creating an understanding of what can be called a superordinate 

topic. Another method suggested by Smith et al. (2009) is subsumption, which is an analytical 

process comparable to abstraction, but it works if an emerging topic is itself superordinate, 

because it helps to bring together a number of related topics. I used the subsumption method. 

Phase 5 

In Phase 5, I moved to the next participant. This phase involved redoing the process of 

phase four with the transcribed interview transcript of the next participant. Therefore, the next 

case was dealt with on its own, and its individuality was respected (Smith et al., 2009). This 

means not relating the emergent themes from the first case to the current case being worked on. 

Each case is individual and there should be no inference drawn from any two different 

participants at this point. This is in keeping with IPA’s idiographic commitment to emphasize the 

unique personal experience of individuals (Smith et al., 2009). 
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Phase 6 

In Phase 6, I looked for patterns across participant cases. Generally, this involved laying 

out each table and looking across it on a big surface and addressing these questions: (a) What are 

the links in all instances?, (b) How can a topic help illuminate another case in one situation?, and 

(c) What are the most powerful topics (Smith et al., 2009)? This can lead to the reconfiguration 

of issues, which could be an especially creative job. It often helps to push the study to a more 

theoretical level, as one recognizes, for instance, that topics or superordinate topics, which are 

specific to individual cases, also constitute instances of greater order ideas, which are, therefore, 

shared by cases (Smith et al., 2009). 

The phases support the IPA approach, as described by Storey (2007). IPA begins with an 

iterative process of extensively rereading the manuscript, with a view to getting a complete 

perception of the interviewees. This may result in the identification of an overall theme that 

encapsulates the whole interview, though it is rare that the complexities of human experience can 

be so easily and immediately summed up (Storey, 2007). 

The outlined procedures support the assertion by Willig and Rogers (2017) that IPA 

declares a commitment to examine a subject in its own right as much as possible. For IPA, this 

inevitably includes both the investigator and the participant in an interpretative process. IPA is 

concerned with the thorough examination of personal experience (Willig & Rogers, 2017).  

Researcher’s Role and Positionality Statement 

School transitions are challenging and filled with mixed emotions (van Rens et al., 2019), 

and students’ transition experiences are different. For most it is a mixture of joy, excitement, and 

also anxiety. When my daughter was about to transition to middle school, the prospect of having 

different teachers for each subject excited her. But the first days were stressful as she discovered 
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that she only had four minutes to get to her next class. Because she had a locker at the far end of 

the sixth-grade hallway, she received some unexcused tardy warnings until she was able to 

determine her exact schedule and what school supplies and textbooks she needed to carry with 

her throughout the day.  

 I conducted this study at a school in a district with many students from military families. 

The military population have their own fair share of transition challenges (National Academies 

of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). Military families move a lot (Milburn, 2013). 

Statistics show that an average military-connected family moves six to nine times during the 

school careers of their children (Ruff & Keim, 2014) and an average of three times more 

frequently than non-military families. I know firsthand from being a spouse to a husband in the 

military. We have relocated every one to four years.  

While working as a military transition specialist in a school district with many military 

families, I sought to understand and become more aware of the challenges of transition for all 

students. I worked within five middle schools with many students who were transitioning in and 

out of the school district and saw firsthand some of the challenges these students faced. My prior 

experience has shaped my understanding and interpretation of transition challenges and this 

could influence this study as noted by Roberts-Holmes (2014). However, I did this study to 

understand more about the eighth- to ninth-grade transition, how students’ new school 

environment affected their social and educational outcomes over time, and what their transition 

experiences were. Despite my prior experience, I should be able to control any taint of bias 

through the use of phenomenological reduction, triangulation, follow-up interviews, and other 

data sources (report cards, attendance and disciplinary records) while retaining integrity during 

data collection and analysis.  
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Ethical Considerations 

Approval was sought from Abilene Christian University’s (ACU’s) Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) prior to data collection. Since the study involved interviews of human subjects, 

specifically minors, I utilized parental consent and child assent. The method I employed for 

information gathering for this research was to obtain approval from the IRB. I presented a 

research request to the IRB for approval to perform this research. Approval was obtained from 

the superintendent of the school district of the high school to conduct the study. 

Prior to recording, I reminded students that they were free to discontinue the interview at 

any time. I obtained a verbal consent and the informed consent/child assent. As part of the IRB 

application, I sent an informed consent and assent letter to the IRB for approval. After gaining 

permission to collect data from all necessary institutions, I contacted the school counselors and 

assistant principals assigned to current 10th-grade students to determine recruitment criteria. 

Once the school and the IRB approved the study proposal and school administrators approved 

the recruitment criteria, I requested names of students that met the specific criteria from school 

counselors, who then gave me the names of eligible students. I then sent the parental/guardian 

consent and child assent forms to the students’ parents. I conducted seven of the interviews after 

school via Zoom and the other five via Zoom on weekends. Thus, there was no disruption to the 

student’s instruction time during the school day. 

I conducted semistructured interviews. As much as I liked the interviewees to tell their 

stories, I also guided them with follow-up questions to ensure that they did not stray from the 

topic. I assured the participants that no one, except for me, would have access to the information 

they shared, and that no names would be connected to any response after I reviewed and 

transcribed them. Because none of the students indicated that they failed ninth grade, I did not 
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collect documents, such as report cards, to support the claims of the interviewed students. The 

audio files were transcribed by Transcription Puppy, which provided completed confidentiality 

of the transcript data. After the transcription was completed, I compared a few transcripts with 

the raw audio recordings of the interviews to ensure that they had been transcribed accurately 

and I also conducted member checking by sending transcribed interviews to each of the 

participants. Four of the five participants responded back stating that the transcripts were 

transcribed accurately. Access to the data are password-protected and will only be available by 

my permission. Reasonable confidentiality was ensured by masking the names of the 

participants. Some ethical considerations that came to mind were the emotions that evolved from 

discussing the transition experience and I was mindful that I was interviewing young teenagers. I 

considered if any of the experiences might be emotional or traumatizing for any of the students. 

All participants agreed to the interview and signed a form indicating their consent.  

Assumptions 

The composition of participants is crucial to ensure an objective view of the study. 

Although males and females have diverse developmental adolescent trajectories, it is assumed 

that the military affiliation of some of the participants did not dilute their responses. It is also 

assumed that all participants were able to honestly communicate their transition experiences in 

their responses. 

Limitations 

A major roadblock for the study was the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools were shut down 

across the United States and instruction became virtual in April in the school district involved in 

the study. School staff were dealing with remote learning challenges; thus, when I first made the 

inquiry about commencing the study, the superintendent responded that it was not a good time 
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and they would let me know when the time was right. With new COVID-19 restrictions and 

social distancing policies in place, I was finally given the green light to commence the study. The 

superintendent informed me that according to the district policy, I could only conduct all 

interviews via Zoom. Consequently, I would not have access to data because I could not come 

in-person to the high-school campus. I was able to establish mutually acceptable times with all 

participants and all participants agreed to participate via Zoom as approved by the school district. 

I got an adequate number of students with the specific criteria to participate in the study. The 

participants were very enthusiastic and many said that even though they had crossed that bridge, 

they hoped the result of the study would be helpful to the school district as a whole, since they 

had already transitioned and were now in the 10th grade. IPA intends that the participant benefit 

from the study (Smith et al., 2009). 

Delimitations 

Despite the study taking place via Zoom, I obtained consent from all students, their 

parents, and school counselors. I told all participants that they could request to see how their 

responses were used in this study and could express concern if anything was uncomfortable to 

them or did not reflect the intent of their replies. Moreover, the responses and transition 

experiences of these students are not necessarily representative of transition experiences of all 

eighth-grade to ninth-grade students in the United States. Rather, this population is representative 

of a small sample from a mid-sized school district. 

Summary 

Chapter 3 includes details about the research method and design. The purpose of 

this qualitative IPA study was to explore the lived high-school transition experiences of 10th-

grade students. The IPA design is appropriate because the purpose of the current study is to 
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explore students’ lived experiences during their transition from middle school to high school and 

how this impacts their socioemotional and academic outcomes. A semistructured interview 

protocol provided meaningful and justifiable inferences about the study topic from a sample of 

students in a high school. The results help promote a thorough understanding of transition 

experiences of students as they transition from middle school to high school. In addition, it 

provides information about how school administrators can improve support services for students 

during school transitions. The results of this study might help educators provide a culture of 

engagement and connectedness on high school campuses and help to improve collaboration 

between all stakeholders, including students, parents, and middle school and high school 

educators so as generate positive transition programs for incoming ninth graders. The results and 

the specific description of the answers of the respondents in the present IPA study are included in 

Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

In this chapter I provide details about the results of the interpretative phenomenological 

analysis of data collected via interviews of 10th-grade students who transitioned from middle 

school to high school. The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of students 

who transitioned from eighth to ninth grade to confirm if their experiences affected their 

socioemotional outcomes and to determine if they felt their experiences were challenging. The 

goal was to explore if these transition challenges are correlated with high school graduation 

rates. 

The following questions guided the study: 

Q1. What are the experiences of students when they transition from eighth to ninth 

grade?  

Q2. How do students use available support systems during the transition from eighth to 

ninth grade? 

Q3. How do support services provide help with the challenges students’ experience 

during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 

Q4. How do school administrators serve during students’ transition from eighth to ninth 

grade? 

Data Collection 

I interviewed five students, five parents, and two school counselors. Prior to interviewing 

these individuals, I conducted a pilot study using two students to determine if the student 

interview protocol was consistent, easily understood, and created no discomfort for the students. 

This was also done to ensure that there was no probable cause for harm. I conducted all 

interviews via Zoom audio and video once consent forms were signed and returned. I conducted 
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member checking via email by sending transcripts of the interview to each interviewee to ensure 

that responses were accurately transcribed. Five interviewees responded and confirmed that the 

transcripts were thorough and accurate. The member checking process enabled me to conduct 

inquiries and seek clarity on any misconceptions following member interviews (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015).  

Demographics 

All study participants were given pseudonyms and de-identified to maintain 

confidentiality. The participants included a total of 12 research participants: five students, five 

parents, and two school counselors. Three students (n = 3) identified as female, while two (n = 2) 

identified as male. Both counselors identified as female (n = 2), and all five parents identified as 

female (n = 5). The five student participants were in the 10th grade at the time of the interviews. 

One participant identified their ethnicity as African American (n = 1), one participant identified 

their ethnicity as Hispanic (n = 1), one participant identified their ethnicity as Other (n = 1), and 

two participants identified their ethnicity as White (n = 2). Both counselors identified their 

ethnicity as White (n = 2). None of the parents identified their ethnicity. 

Table 1 provides the researcher-assigned participant number for students and school 

counselors, the given pseudonym of each research study participant, their ethnicity, gender, and 

grade. Table 2 reports the assigned number, pseudonym, ethnicity, and gender of the parents in 

the study.  
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Table 1  

 

Student and School Counselor Participant Profiles  

 

Number  Pseudonym  Ethnicity   Gender   Grade 

1    Shore   African American  M  10th  

2   Romeo  White   M   10th  

3    Iris    White   F  10th  

4               Leilani  Hispanic             F  10th  

5                       Serenity           Other   F   10th 

6   Ms. Bam  White   F  N/A 

7   Ms. Gain  White   F  N/A 

 

 

Table 2 

 

Parent Participant Profiles 

 

Number  Pseudonym   Ethnicity   Gender   

1    Shore’s Mother unidentified   F   

2   Romeo’s Mother unidentified  F   

3    Iris’s Mother  unidentified  F    

4               Leilani’s Mother        unidentified             F  

5                       Serenity’s Mother      unidentified  F    

 

Participant Descriptions 

Participant #1 - Shore 

Shore has involved herself in extracurricular activities and had been visiting the high 

school since his junior high years and thinks those visits and his already enduring relationship 

with athletic coaches was a great help when he eventually transitioned to high school. 

Participant #2 - Romeo 

Romeo is a goal-getter and achiever who is highly competitive academically. Both 

parents are administrators in the school district. Staying organized is one thing that has helped 

him with his transition. 

Participant #3 - Iris 
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Iris is from a military family who relocated from a big school district in Texas with a 

large student population. She has participated in some University Interscholastic League (UIL) 

activities, and the school liaison office at the nearby military installation really helped with her 

transition. 

Participant #4 - Leilani 

Leilani reported that being involved in extracurricular activities was a great way of 

getting to know people and finding her “tribe.” She worried a lot during the summer about what 

high school would be like, but once she got a hang of it, she thought it was not as bad as it 

seemed at first. 

Participant #5 - Serenity 

She is a quiet student that gets most of her strength and support from her close 

relationship with her mother. She stated that her mother cooks for her and makes sure she has 

healthy meals so she can stay focused in school. Her mother was her greatest support during the 

transition.  

Participants #6 & #7 – School Counselors Ms. Bam and Ms. Gain 

I am not describing either counselor to avoid revealing their identity. The pseudonym I 

gave the first school counselor was Ms. Bam, and I named the second school counselor as Ms. 

Gain. 

Participant #8 - Shore’s Mother 

She stated that Shore had some behavioral issues, and that just being involved in his 

education did not make the transition any easier for him. She was involved in his school 

activities. 

Participant #9 - Romeo’s Mother 
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Romeo’s mother stays involved in his academics as well as his extracurricular activities 

because he is his parents’ first child transitioning to high school. Knowing that her son thrives 

and blossoms better when he is organized, she constantly encourages and does everything 

necessary to keep him organized. 

Participant #10 - Iris’s Mother 

Iris’s mother was impressed with the school district because she told me they seem very 

knowledgeable about the unique challenges of students from military families and stated that the 

district, in collaboration with the school liaison officers in the nearby military installation, have 

really been supportive of students and their transition challenges and needs. 

Participant #11 - Leilani’s Mother 

Leilani’s mother stated that she is her daughter’s greatest cheerleader and supports her by 

cooking her meals and just being there for her. 

Participant #12 - Serenity’s Mother 

Serenity is the parents’ first child to attend high school as well. She thinks that, for the 

most part, there is a need for more communication between the students and school staff. She 

also thinks that even though the school has done a good job of ensuring that transition is not too 

stressful, she has asked that the school administration consider putting support systems in place, 

especially for students that are atypical. She thinks that having transition support services for 

students with special and extra needs would go a long way in ensuring an overall positive 

transition experience for all students.  

Findings 

This section presents the themes that emerged from my analysis of the interview 

responses aligned with the respective research questions. Emergent themes embedded in the 
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participants’ experiences best encompass their actual lived experience across the sample 

population. Through individual one-on-one interviews with each participant, the following 

themes and subthemes emerged. A fuller discussion of these results occurs in Chapter 5. 

Findings for Research Question 1 

 In response to research question 1—What are the experiences of students when they 

transition from eighth to ninth grade? —two predominant themes emerged derived from the 

students’ responses: socioemotional challenges and academic challenges, which, along with their 

subthemes, are reported in Table 3. 

Table 3  

 

Main Themes, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question 1 

 
Main Theme Themes   Subthemes 

Socioemotional challenges of students Social Challenges Making new friends was difficult; 

  Sitting alone at lunch; 

  Having more responsibilities;  

  Everything seeming new, including 

new people and teachers; 

  Too much freedom; 

  Big buildings and not knowing how 

to find your way around 

        Negative Feelings Overwhelming; 

Worrying over the summer, 

feeling scared, nervous, stressed, 

anxious;  

Confused, shocked; 

Panic attacks, freaking out; 

Uncertainty, bottom of school 

hierarchy 

Academic Challenges       Increased Rigor More homework, harder work, more 

workload, more classes; 

Class ranks, staying organized, 

schedule conflicts 

 

Main Theme 1: Socioemotional Challenges 

The students described some socioemotional challenges they experienced during the first 

week of their transition from eighth to ninth grade.  
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Theme 1: Social Challenges. The first predominant challenge the students described was 

social. Each shared the following lived experiences: finding it difficult to make friends, having to 

sit alone at lunches, having more responsibilities overall in high school, everything seeming 

different and new, having too much freedom, and navigating a larger school building and not 

knowing how to find their way around. 

 Subtheme 1: Making New Friends Was Difficult. Two of the student participants 

emphasized how difficult it was to make friends. For Iris, it was hard especially with the 

upperclassmen, not just the freshmen. Iris said, “It was kind of hard to become friends with the 

upperclassmen and meet them.” Shore stated, “One of the challenges I faced was definitely 

finding new friends. Being on the football team really helped that because I was able to make 

friends with people that were not just in my classes; I saw them outside of real school.” Shore 

talked about the challenges he faced when he transitioned from middle to high school: 

Well, one of the challenges I faced was definitely finding new friends. Being on the  

football team really helped that because I was able to make friends with people that were 

not just in my classes, I saw them outside of real school. 

 Subtheme 2: Sitting Alone at Lunch. Leilani shared that lunch was particularly a 

difficult time during the first week of school: 

The biggest one for me, was not having people I knew in my classes. Especially for the 

first week, I think it was me and about five other freshmen in a couple of my classes, and 

they were people I never really interacted with. So, I had to create a bond with them. It is 

just opening up and talking to people. And it helped me become more social during that 

time. But also, I do not know how the whole lunch situation works. I was the only one of 

my friend group that was in one of the lunches. There are two lunches; there is lunch A 
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and lunch B. I was the only one in lunch B. I went to go talk to our principal about it. She 

said I could not change it. So, the first probably nine weeks, the first semester of school, 

that was probably the biggest issue I had just because I did not know anybody there. And 

it was in the middle of the day. I sat with some upperclassmen, but it just did not feel 

right, if you know what I mean?  

Leilani continued to share about her first lunchroom experiences:  

It was almost like lunch was boring. It is just nothing happened. I just talked to one other 

person mainly, and we just ate our food. That is all we did. I mean that is what you are 

supposed to do, but it was, I don’t know. I think that was the thing I was most upset with 

first. But I met more people later, so it was not even a problem by the end of my 

freshman year. 

Shore equally expressed his concerns about sitting alone at lunch: 

Well, I personally would say making friends or maybe having people to sit with at lunch 

is a big deal. You do not only want to be sitting alone at lunch on the first day of school. 

So, I think probably a good idea is to just have more social activities. For me, I have 

football, but not everyone plays football. So just something that everyone could have that 

was just a little bit more, people can meet new people and just make new friends before 

school starts and before you must choose where you have to sit at lunch and where to sit 

in the classroom and who to talk to. 

 Subtheme 3: Having More Responsibilities. Two of the students expressed that they 

were overwhelmed with more responsibility and it took a while to become accustomed to the 

increased demand to complete assignments and get to class on time. Romeo said, “I do multiple 

sports, and I am trying to get into the top 10% in my grade. Trying to find the balance between 
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everything and just being organized.” Serenity said she was not prepared for that much 

responsibility but quickly found out that she had to care more: 

I thought it was going to be the same as the eighth grade and seventh grade junior high 

years. Because I have thought freshman year was just going to be smooth, like I just 

thought everyone was just not going to care like freshman year. I studied more online and 

I saw that colleges look throughout your whole high school experiences. So, I had to care 

a lot more and actually start caring about things. 

 Subtheme 4: Everything Seeming New, Including New People and Teachers. All five 

students shared that high school was a new experience with a different culture. Shore said, 

“Well, again, it was definitely different than what you are used to. There are more classes to go 

to, and it has a different feel to it. There are four grades instead of two, which was from my 

middle school.” Shore vividly recalled that it was that “first day of school feeling but kind of like 

more of it”. He said that there were new people everywhere and all his teachers were new. 

Serenity reiterated that “it was just all a new setting and then, new people.” Leilani confirmed 

that she felt the same “everything was new to me.” 

Subtheme 5: Too Much Freedom. Two students talked about the freedom in high school 

compared to middle school. Leilani shared her experience about the level of freedom students 

have in high school:  

The biggest thing is more freedom given to the students, just on a lot of different things. 

We are older now; the teachers know that. We were more mature than we were before, 

and more responsibility and kind of freedom can be given to the students.  

Shore also reiterated the mutual feeling of having too much freedom in high school. He shared 

that the freedom put more responsibility on the student: 
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There is just more responsibility and that kind of goes with like, “oh, I have all these 

classes and I have to balance,” and that is just part one of your responsibilities, and I 

thought that was a lot different than eighth grade. 

Subtheme 6: Big Buildings and Not Knowing How to Find Your Way Around. Leilani 

disclosed that the size of the school surprised her. She did not expect high school to be so large:  

Our middle school that I was in before I went to ninth grade was very small. I think the 

size, it was a little overwhelming the first day because there were way more kids and the 

building was bigger. I think just the size because the people were still nice, and they 

treated everybody the same. It was just a different building in a different location. 

Romeo disclosed that the worst feeling for the first day of school is “when you go into the wrong 

class period or something, that is pretty embarrassing and that could definitely ruin someone’s 

day.” He emphasized that it was important to make sure every student knows how to find their 

way around. 

Theme 2: Negative Feelings. Each student discussed the negative feelings they felt 

during the first week of school and one student said she worried over the summer prior to the 

beginning of school. She worried about fitting in to the school and what high school would feel 

like overall. The overarching theme emerged when students were asked to describe how they felt 

during the first week of transitioning from eighth to ninth grade. Another student said that even 

though he was just nervous, he knows of a student who literally had a panic attack. Most of the 

students reiterated some emotional challenges in the form of negative feelings. Each of the 

students described one of more of the following negative feelings which emerged as subthemes:  

Subtheme 1: Overwhelming. Shore said what overwhelmed him the most was just how 

everything was new and different:  
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Well, I have already said this, but overwhelming, like everything is new, right? Nothing 

is the same. More classes, just more of everything. And so, a lot of times, it could feel 

kind of overwhelming, but then, at the same time, once you have got over that hump, it 

was very satisfying to find out, okay, I’ve got it. I’m getting the hang of things. 

Iris echoed a similar experience when she described how much work they got in high school 

compared to eighth grade: “It was really overwhelming, and it was hard to get used to, but once 

you got the hang of it and learned most of the concepts, it was really easy to do the work.” 

 Subtheme 2: Worrying Over the Summer, Scared, Nervous, Stressed, and Anxious. 

Serenity disclosed that she and her friends worried throughout the summer and stuck together 

during the summer preceding high school. They told each other it was going to be okay and there 

was nothing to be nervous about. Serenity continued to describe her feelings the first week of 

school: “I was nervous all throughout the first week and the second week of high school.” She 

could not contain the feelings as she described how nervous she was: “I think the whole, like this 

new setting, like the new places and more hallways was just scary.” Reverberating her 

experience, she said, “I was anxious. I was just stressed-out from all the work piling up.” 

Serenity continued: 

I was just nervous about fitting in with the older people. Worrying a lot in the summer, I 

thought everyone was going to dress up. I thought high school was more dramatic, 

everyone was dressed up, but they all dress the same. 

Serenity described the scary feeling: “Everything was new, and more hallways. it was just scary. 

There are more people, a lot more people.” Romeo shared how his parents would criticize him 

for not completing his work and this got him really stressed-out: 
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I noticed that I definitely became more stressed out, and sometimes with family and stuff, 

I would probably argue a lot more when I will be stressed out about homework, and 

getting to practices on time, and going to bed on time. My parents would get on me about 

that. It is just getting more stressful, more anxious.” 

Subtheme 3: Confused, Shocked. Romeo recalls feeling in shock that middle school had 

gone by so quickly and that he was already in high school, which he had always dreamt of. 

However, the transition was a little confusing with so many things to juggle, such as making sure 

he had a proper schedule, homework, and getting to practices on time. Leilani stated that despite 

the summer orientation session, she was still confused about where to find her classes. She stated 

that the orientation made her feel more nervous. She said that during the orientation, they were 

never taken to see where the classes were, so on the first day of school, they had to find the 

classes themselves: 

I had no idea where anything was. And it was almost like, the orientation made me feel 

more nervous because I was worried that I could not find anything. But I did meet more 

people there that helped me find things in the future. The first couple days of school, I 

was like, “I don’t know. I am still having trouble finding things.”  

 Subtheme 4: Panic Attacks, Freaking Out. Leilani described her experience that first 

week of school:  

There were some kid who had some panic attacks or distress, and they took him aside and 

asked him what was going on. Some kids needed to see their classes, because they were 

just freaking out. And our principal did take a kid, because he was crying. And she 

showed him around, because he still did not know what was happening or where things 

were. 
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Subtheme 5: Uncertainty, Bottom of School Hierarchy. Iris said she felt as though they 

are now at the bottom of the school hierarchy and they had just hit the reset button, because they 

used to be the leaders of the school in eighth grade. In his words: “In eighth grade it kind of felt 

like we were the leaders of the school because we were the oldest. So, it was just like a reset 

setting us back at the bottom.” Leilani described how she felt the first week of ninth grade: 

I was expecting the worst, and it went a lot better. I think it was hard. I don’t want to 

answer another question you are going to ask, but I may. It was hard for me because I am 

the oldest sibling. I didn’t have other siblings to tell me what to expect. I just kind of 

went in blind, but it went a lot better than I expected. 

Main Theme 2: Academic Challenges 

When student participants were asked about the main differences between eighth and 

ninth grade, they reported that the curriculum was harder than middle school, with more 

homework and different academic policies, and having to compete for a class rank as well as 

take more classes than they could probably handle if they did not stay organized. When each 

student shared their lived experiences of academic challenges, I noted the following subthemes 

in their responses: (a) more homework, more workload, and more classes; (b) class ranks, 

staying organized, and schedule conflicts. 

 Subtheme 1: More Homework, Harder Work, More Classes, and More Workload. 

 

Serenity said, “The work that I had to do was harder than the eighth-grade year.” Serenity felt  

the teachers gave a lot of homework and did not really care. She said, “They just care about 

the test scores but did not really care about how you turn in the homework or if you 

cheat on the homework.” She did not like that teachers did not check the homework despite it 

being a lot. She said, “They check the test, so it all depends on how hard you work.” 
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Iris said, “There is a lot more work in high school. A lot more in every class so that was pretty 

hard because eighth grade, you get one homework sheet per class, but now you get several 

homework sheets.” Furthermore, Iris stated that “it was really overwhelming, and it was hard to 

get used to it, but once I got the hang of it and learned most of the concepts, it was really easy to 

do the work.” 

Subtheme 2: Class Ranks, Staying Organized, and Schedule Conflicts. Romeo was 

more concerned about having a proper schedule so he could stay organized despite 

all the work: 

The main thing was just making sure that I have a proper schedule because I love being 

organized. Being organized and a good schedule because I do multiple sports and I am 

trying to get into the top 10% in my grade. Tring to find the balance between 

everything and just being organized, like taking a lot of notes in high school and a good 

schedule helps me efficiently complete the things I want. 

Romeo further stated that because he is academically competitive, it mattered a lot to stay 

focused despite the many different things he had to do: 

In eighth grade, we had two classes that counted towards our GPA, but obviously, in high 

school, all courses counted toward GPA, so the amount of time I give to school for grades 

and studying is a lot more than in middle school. I was a lot more focused and I knew it 

mattered a lot more. 

Leilani was less concerned about her schedule, she stated that she was surprised at how easily it 

went. She said, “I was expecting the worst, and it went a lot better.” According to her, the only 

reason it was hard was because she is the oldest sibling, and she did not have any siblings to tell 

her what to expect. 
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Findings for Research Question 2 

Table 4 presents the main themes and subthemes in relation to research question 2: How 

do students use available support systems during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 

Table 4 

Main Theme, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question 2 

Main Theme Themes Subthemes 

Available Support Socioemotional Support Individualized attention/ 

Accessibility to school staff; 

Welcoming; 

Constant reminders; 

How to find things, knowledge of 

general areas 

 Role of Supporters Teachers and coaches; 

Friends, parents, good 

administrators, great community 

 Academic Support Programs Freshman orientation; 

NEST orientation; 

Clearer information about 

graduation plans and high school 

credit; 

Providing more opportunities for 

connections 

 

Main Theme 3: Available Support 

 Theme 1: Socioemotional Support. Responding to how they utilized available support 

from the school, family, and the community, each of the students and some parents and 

counselors told their own unique stories. Several subthemes emerged. 

Subtheme 1: Individualized Attention/Accessibility to School Staff. Iris said, “The 

teachers gave pretty good support. They were easy on us at first.” Iris further said the teachers 

supported her emotionally knowing it was going to be harder for her: 

They would take me separately; they talked to me and helped me get through most of my 

things. Then they were good about helping individually with homework; you could come 
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to them after class and they would help you with all the work you had if you asked them 

to. 

Shore referred to how individualized attention helped him acclimatize and settle into high 

school: “The administrators were able to meet one-on-one with everyone. They knew my name, 

which was a big thing. They are making themselves known as someone that I can come to for 

help. So that was definitely helpful.” 

Shore’s mother believed that the individualized attention was important: 

For me as a parent, being able to call the principal and get her on the phone really easily. 

That is wonderful. Like, she knows my name and I was able to get involved with the PTO 

quite easily. Also, my son’s counselor was very accessible. I sent her an email, always 

within twenty-four hours, she emails me back. 

 Subtheme 2: Welcoming. Leilani affirmed that she felt welcomed because the staff were 

very nice: 

As far as the staff at the school, they were very nice. Like, I have a pretty close 

relationship with the head staff. They were always very helpful to me. And I felt like I 

was very supported. Nobody was not supportive for me. Does that make sense? 

 Subtheme 3: Constant Reminders. Romeo said that constantly being reminded of things 

helped him overcome the initial challenges of transitioning to high school: 

It helped me overcome them a lot more, with them because people, they encourage you. 

They know I can do it. The challenge is . . . I could overcome them because I just have 

more confidence in myself. I knew that people were having my back if I ever needed 

help. 
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One of the counselors also shared the same opinion as Romeo. The counselor said that 

over time, she had seen that constantly reminding the students about what they needed to do was 

helpful and she always sees a difference in the students by the second semester of ninth grade. 

 Subtheme 4: How to Find Things and Knowledge of General Areas. One student said, 

“They showed us where all the extracurricular activities happen.” Another student said, “I had a 

little bit of knowledge of where the general areas where located.” Shore stated that knowing the 

general areas was very helpful: 

Well, in my school, we had a program called NEST, which was about a week or two 

before school actually started, and it was an orientation basically, where a couple of 

seniors would walk us around the school, show us where our classes would be and just 

answer any questions we had, which was really useful, especially because on the first 

week of school, a lot of the stress is making sure that you are in the right classroom and 

that you know where to go and that was really helpful. 

Shore reiterated the followint: 

Knowing where to go, just know information, finding out different things, and how 

things work, like there are two lunches on my school; which lunch do I go to? I am just 

making sure that I knew everything and also that I was organized because you have more 

classes, which means you have more work, and you need different things so that works. 

Some classes you need one notebook, some classes you need two notebooks. It is just 

something that you need knowledge and once you have the knowledge, it makes it a lot 

easier. 
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Leilani said she went to see some administrators a couple of times when she was confused and 

needed to know where things were. She said, “They helped me get around, or like, learn my way 

around the school.” Serenity said that knowing how to find things made it easier:  

“Oh, yes! Yes, during the summer they had new freshmen coming and the seniors were there, 

and they all grouped us in separate groups, and they showed us around school to see the school.” 

Theme 2: Role of Supporters. Each of the students talked about those who supported 

them and made their transition easier. The following overarching subthemes emerged from this 

theme. 

Subtheme 1: Teachers and Coaches. Iris said, “The teachers were pretty good support; 

they were easy on us at first”. She also mentioned that her mother was really excited about her 

going to high school, so she was supportive. She stated, “she helped with a lot of the challenges I 

had to go through to get to high school”. When asked to talk a little more about the challenges, 

Iris stated that 

in eighth grade, I used to get in a lot of trouble. In high school, it was kind of a big deal, 

so I had to get rid of that. So, my mom helped me with that that and the teachers knew I 

was kind of a troublemaker, so they always kept an eye on me. 

Leilani talked about some of the things that she made her transition positive, and one of the 

things she mentioned was her science teacher. She said, “Our science teacher that I had last year, 

she was the most helpful person.”  

Serenity recalls how supportive her teachers were and she recalled how her coach had 

told them stories about how when he was younger and they had to move. He was always 

preparing the students for the transition to the high school. Serenity said, “He comforted us by 
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saying ‘it is going to be okay. You are just going to grow up. But it is okay to lose people while 

you are growing up.’” 

One of the counselors stated, “I definitely think that teachers are a huge system of support 

because they see those kids every day, every period, every day. They are sometimes the ones to 

notice first that something is a little off.” 

Subtheme 2: Parents, Friends, Good Administrators and Great Community. Romeo 

could not help but commend the entire high school community: “We have a great community 

here.” Then he pointed out the role of his parents:  

My parents are very encouraging. They encouraged me to give it my all, do good in 

sports. . . . I think we have great teachers here. . . . I love all my teachers. The principals, 

the coaches, the teachers, they are all very encouraging and my friends also. I have lots of 

friends. My friends also encourage each other. 

He also said that his father helped him the most:  

He will help me if I am struggling to understand something like homework or …I mean, 

my dad, I just look up to him and he is just a great hero. He encourages me with words 

and with actions, trying to reflect my life through him. 

Leilani shared that the main support she got was from her parents: 

They helped me a lot. The first couple of days of school, I was like, “I don’t know; I’m 

still having trouble finding things.” And I still didn’t know a lot of people during that 

time. But my parents were constantly reminding me that I’m going to meet people. I’m 

going to know where things are after the first week of school. Sure enough, I did. Yeah, I 

think my parents’ support, just their positivity, helped me a lot. 
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Serenity discussed the role of her friends: “I got a lot of support from my friends because 

they help me with homework.” She also mentioned that she got support from her mother who 

always cooked her food to make sure she had time to study. She says her teachers were helpful 

too, but her mother comforted her a lot. Reiterating the role of her friends, she said, “Also my 

friends . . . we stuck together all summer telling each other that it was going to be okay, nothing 

to be nervous about. It is just the same thing as middle school, just a different setting.” 

Shore recounted the big focus on getting ready for high school toward the end of eighth grade: 

“My administrators and my teachers gave me tips on starting in high school, like keeping 

organized and other things like that.” 

Theme 3: Academic Support Programs. Student participants and the school counselors 

described some of the academic support programs and services provided to the students. The 

following subthemes emerged: freshman orientation, NEST orientation, clearer information 

about graduation plans and high school credits, and providing more opportunities for 

connections. 

Subtheme 1: Freshman Orientation. Responding to how the support programs/services 

provided to the students during their transition from eighth to ninth grade and how the students 

utilize these programs/services, Ms. Bam, a school counselor, said that prior to the end of 

students eighth-grade year, she goes to the middle school to help students pick their classes and 

holds a parents’ night. She said the district then holds an orientation forum in the summertime 

even though this was not done this year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. She described some of 

the activities that take place during this orientation:  

Our student body helps like our student council helps. They arrange activities for the 

kids. We have all the teachers here. We do a PowerPoint, so everybody can see their face, 
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the teachers face. And then, they break up into groups, and they go to stations and so they 

meet their teachers and ask questions. It is just like a fish camp for our freshmen for that 

day. They are told all the things they need to know for the first day of school. 

When asked how this orientation helped the student, Ms. Bam said the following: 

Well, I think no matter how prepared that you prepare somebody, their feelings and their 

emotions are always going to take over. And I think we can lead them around this school, 

which is great, but they will still come at you with a deer in the headlight look and say “I 

have no idea where this class is. I do not know what to do.”  

Leilani described how the orientation helped her:  

I liked how the orientation went, though. The upperclassmen were the ones who led us 

and spent our time with them around. They asked us questions like icebreakers, and tried 

to make us feel welcome. I actually have a really close friendship with my leader now. 

Subtheme 2: NEST Orientation. NEST orientation is a program conducted at this school 

during the summers by the high school administration, some faculty, and some students to show 

the new ninth grade class around the school. It is like a meet and greet as well as a showing of 

important areas in the school. Ms. Bam elaborated on her point about how the orientation may 

not always be so helpful: 

It is just like childbirth; you can prepare and prepare for it. And then when you are 

prepared, you freak out. And I think it is just a little patience. And I mean we do the best 

we can to make them feel welcome and let them know we are here. So, I think some of 

them are at ease with the NEST and talking to me, but some of them forget totally that 

they even came to the NEST or that they had a conversation with me, and they just tend 

to let their emotions take over. 
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She continued to talk about the student’s mindset and how they are just being human in reacting 

to the change they are experiencing: 

I think a lot of times, humans are wired to feel ready for failure, and they have the fear of 

failure and so that overtakes them. And so many times we are taught that it is not okay to 

make mistakes. I think they feel that way, no matter how much we prepare. I mean, some 

are okay with it, and some still are not, even with being prepared, they still do not feel 

comfortable. 

Ms. Bam stated that only a small percentage of students return in the fall and they are 

blank and completely oblivious of the orientation camps that were provided in the summer. She 

said, “I am speaking with the knowledge of small schools [with a smaller campus]. . . I would 

say less than 20% or 30%, something like that.” Ms. Gain, another school counselor, talked 

about the academic support provided to students and felt like it has always been important to 

emphasize to students the importance of understanding the grading policies: 

I would say it is really the grades thing and maybe keeping up with UIL and 

understanding, “no pass, no play.” And just juggling all of it. I always tell the kids, my 

goal as a counselor is to get you to transition to be an adult, where I am going to tell you 

something is due, and I might not remind you at the same time. I expect you to remember 

at some point. 

My last year in a classroom, I taught freshmen and I definitely saw a difference by 

the second semester, but it was constant reminders. And so, I am trying to make you into 

an adult, who, your boss might say, “Hey, this project is due in a month.” And then 

doesn’t say anything for a month, and then when that deadline comes up says, “Where is 

the project?”  
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So, I feel like that is the conversation I like to have with ninth graders. “Put it on 

your phone, put in your notes on your phone. You check your phone all the time. Use 

your reminder.” Trying to help them organize because a lot of them do not run like that. 

And they do not like planners. So, I say, “Well, use your phone. You are on your phone 

all the time. Why not set a reminder on your phone?” Sometimes, they get that, and it 

works for them. Sometimes, it just does not work for that personality. But I would 

definitely say, learning to be that young adult who is responsible for themselves is 

definitely a struggle. 

Subtheme 3: Clearer Information About Graduation Plans and High School Credits. 

Ms. Gain talked about some of the services provided to students: 

We talk to the kids about their schedules and things like that and go over graduation 

requirements. That usually happens in the spring at their eighth-grade year. There is a 

parent meeting and typically in a normal year, we would have had a ninth-grade welcome 

to the campus. We do that on a Saturday for a couple hours, and they do a little rotation 

where they can, our older kids can do a fashion show, kind of like a silly one, like, ‘What 

Not to Wear?’ And they walk around in groups with our students. And they walk around 

the building and tell them where the classes are and things like that. It is just a fun day 

when we give them a shirt and pizza. We did not get to do one in person this year because 

of what is happening. That is typically what happens. And then, when school starts, they 

have a chance to pick up their schedule, they have a chance to talk to us about their 

schedule. We have constant conversations with them about their classes, maybe if they 

are an honors, if that it is too much to get out of it. In general, we are just really there to 

support the teachers so, I think, sometimes, the teachers, I mean, we check grades, 
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obviously, that is part of our job. But the teachers also help us in that support where they 

might say, “Hey, this student I have noticed is struggling in my class.” 

Ms. Gain said that there is constant monitoring occurring. She said she had conversations with 

students where they would tell her a lot of things that are going on outside of school in the home 

that are affecting them. Ms. Gain did not give examples of what students discuss when they talk 

to her about things going on in their homes. Ms. Gain also stated that she makes sure she is 

visible: 

I have an open-door policy. I make sure the kids know they can come see me. I try to be 

out in the hallways. If I am walking down the hall and I see the kids, I will always say 

“Hi.” But then I see that one kid that I am concerned with, I may be talking, have a 

conversation with hm, “Hey, how is it going? How is the grade in Economics?” 

Remembering those things, because kids, definitely I feel, they remember that you 

remembered. Just being available, I think, is super important because the kids need to 

know who I am. 

Serenity mentioned that having the information about what classes she needed to take to be able 

to graduate helped her: “I think it helped me . . . calmed me down a lot. It just made . . . me think 

that it was going to be so smooth; it just comforted me.”  

Subtheme 4: Providing More Opportunities for Connections. Shore’s mother suggested 

that providing more opportunities for connections would be a good way to support the students. 

She said that the administration could really focus on connections with new kids:  

Being able to know those kids’ names, if they are in a sport, in band, or in Ag, like they 

really show animals, getting them looped in with whatever group they want to be with, or 

a student council or things like that. I think finding your people or your tribe in high 
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school is really important for kids to feel connected. So, administrators making sure that 

those exist, and then making sure kids know how to get to them. 

Shore’s mother reiterated that if school administrators can develop those relationships so that 

students feel that someone cares about them as a teenage student, and as a parent, that someone 

cares about how your child is doing, she thinks that goes a long way in building trust and 

promotes a better experience for them. Shore echoed his mother; he thought it was a good idea to 

have more social activities: 

For me, I have football, but not everyone plays football. So just something that everyone 

could have that was just a little bit more, people can meet new people and just make new 

friends before school starts and before you have to choose where you have to sit at lunch 

and where to sit in the classroom and who to talk to. 

Serenity’s mother also felt the same way: “I would say the school should have more programs 

for the students to do more activities.” 

Findings for Research Question 3 

Table 5 lists the themes and subthemes that emerged in interviews in relation to research 

question 3: How do support services provide help with the challenges students’ experience 

during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 
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Table 5 

Main Theme, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question 3 

Main Theme Themes Subthemes 

Help Growth Getting organized; 

Tips and encouragement; 

Making connections; 

Showing us around, especially 

classrooms 

 Support Systems Parents, school staff, teachers, 

coaches, school counselors, 

administrators 

 

Main Theme 3: Help 

Theme 1: Growth. Each student described how the support they received helped them 

grow and become acclimatized to their new surroundings. Many overarching themes emerged, 

including getting organized, tips and encouragement, making connections, and showing students 

around, especially classrooms. 

 Subtheme 1: Getting Organized. Romeo discussed how being organized mattered to him:  

Really, the main thing was just making sure I have a proper schedule because I love 

being organized. Being organized [and having a] a good schedule, because I do multiple 

sports, and I am trying to get into the top 10% in my grade. Trying to find the balance 

between everything and just being organized, like taking a lot of notes in high school. I 

have several teachers that like us taking lots of notes, so I am being organized by that. I 

mean, a good schedule helps me efficiently complete the things I want. 

Shore echoed this and said being organized was very helpful: 

Just like tips, like keeping organized, like having an organized binder really helps, that 

way you are not losing work, and you just can see what you have to do and what you 

have already done. That really helped me. 
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Subtheme 2: Tips and Encouragement. Romeo mentioned that they have a great 

community at the high school; everyone was encouraging, including his teachers. They 

encouraged all students to give it their all, do well in sports. Describing the teachers, he said, “I 

think we have great teachers here. I love all my teachers. The principals, the coaches, the 

teachers, they are all very encouraging and my friends also.” 

Subtheme 3: Making Connections. Leilani’s mother explained how the support services 

the school provided helped her daughter make connections and calm down: 

I do not know what would have calmed her fears because she seemed to be a bit anxious 

with the unknown. Quite frankly, I was a bit anxious, so I got a job at the school there. 

We were all anxious. I think more communication, I think. Well, I don’t want it to be . . . 

like a pep rally or anything. I just think that maybe a mentor? Here is another idea, maybe 

have a mentor assigned. That would be a lot of work. But anyway, just something they 

can anticipate, something more than just feelings. 

Shore’s mother said that designing activities and student structures that are relationship-focused 

goes a long way and makes room for students who have had different experiences, such as a 

student who is connected to the military, was helpful in making connections. She described her 

unique perspective on the support her son received and how it helped with his transition. She 

said that when they transitioned, they specifically chose a midsized school district and the district 

was knowledgeable about the military lifestyle. They were able to make connections with the 

school liaison officer at the nearby military installation, who introduced them to programs that 

her son could get involved in and make connections. 

Subtheme 4: Showing Us Around, Especially Classrooms. Leilani’s mom opined that 

her daughter’s situation was bearable because she is a high performing student and was able to 



76 

 

figure things out eventually. But she advocated for students who are not so good in figuring 

things out. She thought that the orientation session was not detailed enough: 

They did have an orientation Saturday, but Leilani has expressed to me that they did not 

get to walk through the halls and see where everything was. It is abstract until you get to 

see exactly where the classes are, right? 

Shore said, “Being shown around was very helpful and useful, especially because in the first 

week of school, a lot of the stress is making sure that you are in the right classroom and that you 

know where to go.” 

 Theme 2: Support Systems. Student participants affirmed that each of these 

stakeholders, the students’ parents, school staff, teachers, coaches, school counselors, and school 

administrators, formed an effective support system for them. Because much of the previous 

interview data relevant to support systems has already reported details of the students’ feelings 

about the support they received, I refer readers to previous sections in this chapter.  

Findings for Research Question 4 

Table 6 reports the main theme, themes, and subthemes that emerged in interviews 

concerning research question 4, which focused on the services provided by the administration to 

students transitioning from junior high and eighth grade to ninth grade at the high school. 

Research question 4 is the following: How does the school administration serve and support 

students transitioning from eighth to ninth grade? 
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Table 6 

 

Main Theme, Theme, and Subthemes for Research Question 4 

 
Main Theme Theme Subthemes 

Services Provided by School 

Administration 

Conversations Orientations; 

Open-door policies; 

Creating more programs, such as 

freshman and NEST orientation; 

Teaching strategies about being 

organized; 

Constant reminders about school 

policies; 

Visibility so students can ask 

questions; 

More detailed orientation programs; 

Continued availability and 

constant monitoring; 

Creating a balance between 

academics and extracurricular 

activities; 

Talking to students; 

Teaching life skills; 

Reassuring students; 

  Role playing 

 

Main Theme 5: Services Provided by School Administration 

Theme 1: Conversations. Both school counselors reiterated the importance of 

conversations with students. Ms. Bam and Ms. Gain said that they do a lot of talking, not just 

with students, but also communicating with parents by returning phone calls, email messages, 

and encouraging parental involvement. Being visible to students and letting students know the 

counselors are always available if they need to talk was also reiterated by both counselors. The 

following subthemes emerged from the theme and sometimes overlap with previously reported 

interview data. 

Subtheme 1: Orientations. Romeo’s mother felt like her son really transitioned well and 

she attributes the smooth transition to the incoming freshman orientation day held in the summer. 

According to her, it eased the transition for him:  
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They had other students there, upperclassmen, to answer questions and some teachers 

were part of that day, but it was a daylong event. They had t-shirts for the students, 

provided lunch, and so that was really a good thing that they offered. 

Subtheme 2: Open-Door Policies. Ms. Gains said she has always advocated for an open-

door policy. She said, “I let the kids know that. My door if it’s open, you come see me.” Ms. 

Gains said that she lets teachers know when she has talked with a kid and the kid has some 

problems or issues occurring: 

I can email the teacher and say, “Hey, I have talked to so and so, they’ve got some things 

going on. Allow them to come see if they need a minute.” Or, “Please show them some 

grades, what grades this week, or whatever. And if they feel, they would like to share 

with you, they may share with you, or they may not.” The teachers have learned that this 

is a blanket email, and that, hey, something is going on and they can ask the students 

“Hey, do you want to go see the counselor?” 

Subtheme 3: Creating More Programs, Such as Freshman and NEST Orientation. 

Shore’s mother had a unique perspective on this, because they are an active-duty military family. 

She said it was important to create more programs like the freshman orientation and NEST: 

There are pros and cons to that. When there are 10 new kids with the rest of the kids in 

the class who may have probably been . . . together since kindergarten, it is important to 

create programs that are unique to military kids. Programs where they could say “Oh, 

here are our new kids. Let us celebrate them. Let us make sure we connect with them. Let 

us have a program for them.”  

Speaking about her son, she said he was definitely in the minority as a new student in the district, 

whereas at some other schools closer to a military installation, it may have been different. 
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Subtheme 4: Teaching Strategies About Being Organized. Shore mentioned that he had 

not always been in the same school district because he was from a military family who had 

transitioned to the district in middle school: 

Nearing the end of eight grade, there was a big focus on getting you ready for high 

school. I was not on the same system, but my administrators and my teachers still gave 

me tips on starting in high school, like keeping organized and other things like that. 

Subtheme 5: Constant Reminders About School Policies. Ms. Gains spoke to this issue:  

There are those kids where you got to be on them constantly and they just say, “Okay, 

okay.” They need those reminders, they need that help, but again, they grow so much . . . 

because of their age, especially the boys. They come back after ninth grade and you are 

“Who are you? You are a new kid. I don’t recognize you physically or emotionally, 

because you have changed.” 

Subtheme 6: Visibility so Students Can Ask Questions. Ms. Gains said that to support 

the students, she makes sure she is visible. She said, “I try to be in the hallways. If I am walking 

down the hall and I see the kids, I will always say ‘Hi.’”  

Subtheme 7: More Detailed Orientation Programs. Ms. Bam talked about how 

important it is in orientation programs to let students understand the importance of high school 

credits. She said that it is a typical issue and it is important for students to understand it: 

They do not understand that every class is the same, holds the same weight. Meaning that 

everything counts. And so, a lot of times they have a hard time believing that, while I 

may be sitting in art, what is the big deal? And I am sitting in English; this does not 

matter, but they both matter.  
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She continued to explain that students transitioning into the ninth grade do not understand the 

full scope of what high school entails.  

Subtheme 8: Continued Availability and Constant Monitoring. Ms. Gains spoke about 

the continued availability of the counselors to the students: 

It is constant monitoring, and it is also . . . is, I don’t want to say relying on the teachers, 

but using the teachers as support, because the teachers see those kids every day. The 

teachers are really good. Maybe tier one like, “Hey, I’m kind of concerned about this 

student,” and then, that is when I will make sure I talk to this student. And then 

sometimes it is things going on outside of the home or . . . in the home that are affecting 

the student. A lot of times I find they don’t want to tell anybody about it. They don’t want 

to share their personal life and things like that. I have had conversations with kids like 

that, where they would tell me a lot of things that are going on. But they don’t want their 

teachers to know, sometimes any of it. 

Subtheme 9: Creating a Balance Between Academics and Extracurricular Activities. 

Ms. Bam discussed the importance of teaching the students how to create a balance between 

academics and extracurricular activities. She said that at the middle school, they have classes 

such as AVID and college readiness classes, but that when they transition to high school, the 

counselors go over all of that and help them prepare. Ms. Gains mentioned that keeping up with 

their grades and extracurricular activities is important. She tells the students it is important for 

them to understand, “No pass, no play.” And just juggling all of it.  

Subtheme 10: Talking to Students. Ms. Gains reiterated the importance of talking to 

students when they come to high school: 
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They are fresh and new. I feel like saying immature is not fair, but they are new to high 

school, and they often do not understand how high school credits work, and graduation 

requirements . . . and I think they are underprepared for how high school works.  

Ms. Gains thinks talking to students and being available for the kids is one of her core 

responsibilities: 

They need to know you are there. I know it might sound cliché, but really, truly building 

“us” relationships. The kids have noticed, I think, that I have been gone right now on 

maternity leave, which to me, I feel it means that I was doing my job when I was there. 

Because they know who I am. If I was gone and they did not even notice I was gone, then 

I would feel like I was not doing my job when I was there.  

Subtheme 11: Teaching Life Skills. Discussing some of the support the counselors give 

to transitioning ninth-grade students, Ms. Gains mentioned that, as new as these students are to 

high school and as naïve as they seem to be when they first arrive, they quickly find out that high 

school is different from middle school, and that, overall, they are ready to learn most of the time. 

They are eager and they are excited about high school. Counselors teach them those life skills 

that they need to transition into adulthood. For example, Ms. Gains discussed the importance of 

meeting deadlines given them by their teachers for submitting assignments: 

It is important for students to know there is a deadline and some teachers do not take late 

work. So, I think that, in general, that can be an issue because the kids, maybe, they are 

not used to that. They are used to thinking, “I can turn it in whenever I want to turn it in,” 

or, “I can turn it in for a week.” But no, it is due on Friday and you did not turn it in on 

Friday; it is a zero. 
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I feel most of them, in the beginning are all over the place. And then as they get to 

second semester, they have gotten the hang of things. And they learn and they grow. And 

so, they realize, “Okay, when my teacher says it is due Friday, it is due Friday.” Or when 

my counselor says, “Hey, if you don’t do these things, you’re going to be in the ninth-

grade again,” and they are not joking. They get it, and most of the time they are, “Okay, 

she was serious.” 

Ms. Gains mentioned that “learning to be that young adult who is responsible for themselves is 

definitely a struggle,” and she tries to teach them that. She felt that a majority of her 

conversations with ninth graders, or even older teens who have not quite gotten it together, was 

that students had to be responsible and advocate for themselves. 

Subtheme 12: Reassuring Students. Ms. Gains said that the adults always reassure the 

students; they want the students to be successful: 

And I think I tell them, I remind them all the time, that “Yes, we are going to be hard on 

you, especially when it comes to your grades, we are trying to get you to graduate on 

time, because we want you to be successful. This is why we do what we do. If we did not 

care about your success, why would I have this job? I will be somewhere else. I would 

not sleep over your success if I was not really loving what I do.” 

Ms. Gains said that, in general, “She wants the kids to know that the counselors, administrators 

and staff are there for their success. That if they are struggling or even if they are not struggling 

and they are doing well, we want to celebrate those things too.” She continued with the 

following: 

A lot of times our jobs is spent worrying about the kids who are struggling because we 

want them to be where they need to be. But we also want to make sure that those kids 
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who are already successful by themselves, feel supported for taking harder classes or 

eventually in college-bound option, and things like that. Like I said, feeling welcomed, 

feeling like we want to help them, that we are there for whatever they need. Whether that, 

as I said, a boyfriend issue or a class concern or sometimes the kids come in and want to 

talk about what is going on at home. We want them to know that all the people who are in 

the building that want your success to happen, almost sometimes, more than you do. 

Subtheme 13: Role Playing. Ms. Gains said she constantly reminded students to 

advocate for themselves: 

I often have conversations with kids. I do not want to say role playing, but I ask them, 

“What would you say? Maybe you should say something different.” Because a lot of 

times, kids just see authority and they do not really understand that they can still have a 

voice. Even if it is a respectful voice. Your voice doesn’t not count because you’re 

young. It is just you need to be respectful to your teachers because they are your teachers, 

but you can still have a voice if there is something that comes up that you don’t 

particularly like. Or whatever you have an issue with. So, that is skill they still, even my 

senior class, is learning. Even adults are learning to advocate for themselves, and just get 

the hang of high school and deadlines, and then if I mentioned advocating for your 

yourself, and just learning how to be a young adult, where you are not going to get 

handheld, I feel like that is a common educational term. But I do feel in high school, our 

transition from ninth to twelfth grade is releasing that handholding. 

Chapter Summary  

In this chapter, I discussed the data gathered in interviews with five current 10th-grade 

students, their mothers, and two school counselors. This interpretative phenomenological 
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research study utilized an open-ended interview protocol consisting of seven questions for 

student participants, one open-ended interview question for parents, and four open-ended 

interview questions for school counselors to discover themes. Two main themes emerged from 

the findings derived from research question 1: socioemotional challenges and academic 

challenges. Research question 2 revealed one overarching theme: available support. Research 

question 3 revealed one main theme: the help students received, which has growth and support 

systems as emergent subthemes. One predominant theme emerged from research question 4: 

services and support provided by school counselors. Chapter 5 presents the discussion as it 

relates to the four research questions, past literature, the theoretical framework, and 

recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 

This IPA study explored the lived experiences of students who transitioned from eighth 

to ninth grade within a mid-sized school district. Students transitioning from eighth to ninth 

grade often experience difficulties during the transition, according to Sommers and Garcia 

(2016). Eighth- to ninth-grade transition is labeled as one of the most difficult school transitions 

for children (Cohen & Smerdon, 2009; Sutton et al., 2018), and school transitions are linked to 

several shifts in behavior and affect. Researchers suggested that students also undergo changes in 

relationships with peers, parents, and teachers across these transitions (Anderman et al., 2009).  

Adolescents are vulnerable to emotional upheaval because of biological and hormonal 

changes occurring in this phase of their lives (Rahman, 2018). Generally, adolescents face 

serious social, emotional, physical, educational, and mental challenges all at the same time 

(Mitchell et al., 2020). They can face numerous health threats, risks, disabilities, and rapid 

physical and emotional changes. It is thus not surprising that all of the study participants 

expressed feeling overwhelmed by these physiological and emotional changes on top of the 

changes they had to face as they transitioned from middle school to high school.  

In this phenomenological study, I explored the transition experiences of five students as 

told in their own personal stories. I collected data through interviews with five students, their 

five mothers, and two school counselors. In vivo coding was used to analyze the interviews of all 

twelve participants. Two themes, including three subthemes, emerged for research question 1, 

and one theme and three subthemes emerged for research question 2. Additionally, one main 

theme and two subthemes emerged for research question 3 and one theme and one subtheme 

emerged for research question 4. 
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This chapter includes a discussion of major findings related to student transition 

experiences when they move from middle to high school and the connections between these 

findings and two theories of child and adolescent development—Erikson’s stages of 

psychosocial development and Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of the study’s limitations, implications for practice, and recommendations for 

further studies. 

This chapter reports the findings that answer the following research questions: 

Q1. What are the experiences of students when they transition from eighth to ninth 

grade?  

Q2. How do students use available support systems during the transition from eighth to 

ninth grade? 

Q3. How do support services provide help with the challenges students’ experience 

during the transition from eighth to ninth grade? 

Q4. How do school administrators serve during students’ transition from eighth to ninth 

grade? 

Discussion of Findings for Research Question 1 

Student participants who transitioned from eighth grade to ninth grade reported varied 

experiences during the transition. They expressed many socioemotional and academic challenges 

and negative feelings attached to these experiences. 

Socioemotional Challenges and Negative Feelings 

Two main themes emerged from research question 1: socioemotional challenges and 

academic challenges. The two main themes that emerged from socioemotional challenges were 

social challenges and negative feelings. The subthemes that emerged from social challenges 
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included the following: (a) Making new friends was difficult; (b) sitting alone at lunch; (c) 

everything seemed new, including new people and teachers; (e) too much freedom; (f) larger 

school buildings and difficulty finding specific classrooms. The negative feelings students 

reported were worrying over the summer before entering high school, and during their first days 

of high school, feeling overwhelmed, anxious, shocked, and uncertain because they now found 

themselves as freshmen at the bottom of the high school hierarchy. Academic challenges 

included a greater workload, more classes, and the increased need to stay organized and avoid 

scheduling conflicts. 

Social Challenges. Mitchell et al. (2020) stated that adolescents benefit from connecting 

with and gaining approval from their peers. Moving from middle to high school can cause 

disconnections from previously established relationships. All the student participants in this 

study indicated they found it difficult to make friends when they first transitioned to high school. 

One reason they stated was they were not sure how they would acquire acceptance from 

classmates and what particular group or clique they should join. One student referred to it as 

“finding your tribe.”  

Opportunities for connecting on a high school campus often abound during lunch periods 

as students can sit anywhere irrespective of their grade levels. Lunchtime in high school serves 

as a place to connect with peers and begin to establish and strengthen friendships. If a student is 

new to the school and has not yet made any friends, then they often choose to sit alone during 

lunch. Many of the student interviewees in this study reported this experience. It can be socially 

challenging for many adolescents as they enter a cafeteria full of peers they do not know and sit 

down amongst a group of peers who already have established social connections. This challenge 

was highlighted by the majority of student participants. 
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Negative Feelings. During the transition to ninth grade and high school, feeling 

overwhelmed, anxious, confused, disoriented, and stressed is a common outcome of the 

increased workloads, negotiating an unfamiliar, larger school building, and interacting with the 

more complex social life of high school. One student participant described how high school 

affected his school-life balance because the expectation was for him to get all classwork, 

homework, and extracurricular activities done in a timely manner. He said his parents closely 

observed his work habits and inquired if he was getting his work done on time, which only 

increased his stress level. According to researchers, it is always important to give adolescents the 

tools needed to promote a balance between schoolwork and extracurricular activities to ensure a 

healthy lifestyle (Glasner et al., 2020). Predictive factors that cause negative feelings when 

students transition from middle to high school include the inability to stay organized by 

balancing the numerous schoolwork demands, the higher academic expectations, and the ability 

to accommodate to the flow of the new system (Darling-Hammond, 2020). While many students 

stay focused on schoolwork, they are also trying to assimilate to the new physical and social 

environment of high school.  

Two participants reiterated negative feelings of uncertainty and inferiority being at the 

bottom of the school hierarchy. They described a wide range of emotion beginning with the 

excitement and anticipation of moving to high school to feeling inferior because their position as 

the oldest in middle school was no longer the case. The two students expressed a mixture of 

pride at being a high schooler while also feeling insecure as the youngest in the high school. At a 

time when most adolescents are facing an identity crisis, feelings of insecurity and inferiority 

only add to their emotional stress (Williams, 2018). 
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Erikson (1968) argued that when individuals become unsure of themselves, they try even 

harder find their place or role in society. This is evident in students when they first transition 

from middle to high school. High school places more adult-like demands on young people. 

Adolescents attempt to carve a niche for themselves and define who they are, and much of these 

first attempts occur in high school. Ninth graders begin taking their first college and career 

readiness courses while simultaneously feeling uncertain about their core interests and goals. 

Feeling uncertain and insecure does not normally lead to positive emotions. 

Academic Challenges. Increased responsibilities and increased academic rigor were 

other themes that emerged from interviews with student participants. They described the 

coursework in high school as not simple and straightforward as it was in middle school. They 

had to work harder at schoolwork than ever before. They reported they had much more 

homework that was more difficult, they had more classes making it a challenge to stay organized 

about the work, and they had difficulties scheduling their different classes.  

According to Blackburn and Williamson (2013), academic rigor can be defined as an 

educational atmosphere in which every student can learn at a high level. Supporting student 

success and emphasizing instructional rigor is important in a high school setting. However, 

student participants in this study indicated that while there was a blend of high expectations and 

appropriate support, it was clear to the students that teachers were not going to compromise on 

their expectations. Many of the participants reported that high school was indeed harder than 

middle school, but what made it more challenging was the number of assignments, papers, 

quizzes, and projects students must submit for one class without any consideration of the 

workload placed on them from other teachers. 
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Overall, the five student participants reported that the combination of social challenges, 

negative feelings, and increased academic responsibilities was very challenging during their 

transition from middle to high school. Despite efforts to stay positive amidst these challenges, 

they described the transition as difficult and overwhelming. As these students were going 

through a critical developmental phase in their lives, their descriptions of their transition 

experiences revealed heightened socioemotional challenges and pressures of staying 

academically competitive. High school education includes more experience and circumstances 

that could affect the student’s overall well-being in various ways, as revealed by the subthemes 

for research question one. However, the majority of the participants did not allow the negative 

feelings deter them from achieving their goals, and they found ways to cope and move past those 

feelings utilizing the support of parents, friends, and the school community.  

The five participants recounted their experiences as not so welcoming at the time, but 

they did not succumb to their initial feelings of insecurity, disorientation, and isolation. Many 

who indicated they had difficulties making friends did make friends eventually. Those who were 

concerned about who to eat lunch with eventually found their “tribe.” The various negative 

feelings dissipated as the weeks continued and they became familiar with their new environment. 

When asked what they would say to a transitioning eighth or ninth grader after their experience, 

the five-student participants responded that they would advise them not to overthink, not to 

worry, that they would make the transition in time, and to take advantage of the support of 

parents, friends, and school personnel. 

Discussion of Findings for Research Question 2 

The views of student participants about support services provided them during their 

eighth to ninth grade transition were captured under these main themes: socioemotional support, 
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the role of supporters, and academic programs. The subthemes highlighted for socioemotional 

support included individualized attention and accessibility to school staff, feeling welcome, 

hearing constant reminders, and knowing how to find and get support. Two subthemes were 

captured under the theme of the role of supporters: (a) teachers and coaches, and (b) friends, 

parents, administrators, and their community. Under the main theme of support from established 

school programs were the following: (a) freshman orientation, (b) NEST orientation, and (c) 

clear information from administrators and counselors about high school credits and graduation. 

Socioemotional Support  

The students in this study noted that most important socioemotional support they received 

was individualized attention from school staff. The five student participants stated how they 

conferred with school staff whenever they had issues, especially with their coaches and 

counselors. The students described how the individualized attention they received from staff 

alleviated the negative feelings that occurred, especially during that first week of high school. 

Students participants mentioned that on that first week of high school, staff were distributed 

throughout the hallways directing students to their classrooms, answering schedule questions, 

and offering any support they could. One of school counselor participants stated that they made 

themselves visible to the students and told them she has an open-door policy; students could 

come and speak to her anytime. Describing the nurturing relationship that existed between the 

staff and students, the majority of student participants described how welcoming the school staff 

were in regard to answering questions and helping them find their way around the high school. In 

addition, two students described how constant reminders by their teachers, coaches, 

administrators, and counselors helped them stay organized and to meet deadlines. 
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Relationship building is pertinent to the success of students when they transition from 

middle to high school (Benner et al., 2017). Having school staff who are experienced and 

capable of building rapport and connecting with students is crucial to a positive transition for 

students transitioning from middle to high school. In this study, students reported that there was 

much socioemotional support in terms of having easy access to teachers, counselors, coaches, 

and administrators.  

Role of Supporters 

Student participants discussed the important supportive role of school staff. They spoke 

of the strong collaboration between their classroom teachers and school counselors. This was 

reiterated by the two counselor participants who stated that teachers are usually the first point of 

contact with students and they tend to know when students are having troubles. The teachers then 

suggested the students talk with their counselors whether the issue was emotional or academic. 

The counselor participants described their role as providing general support to help the students 

acquire the social and organizational skills necessary to navigate high school. These counselors 

stated that students transitioning out of middle school have become used to a higher level of 

support from both school personnel and parents. But with the individualized services provided by 

counselors in high school, students gradually had to learn to take more individual responsibility 

to seek and acquire the support they needed. 

According to Emmett and McGee (2012), ninth grade is an important testing ground for 

academic achievement, and all stakeholders must address the barriers to successful academic 

outcomes with tenacity to do whatever it takes to improve student opportunities. If not, students 

often struggle and dropout. A positive finding of this study, as described by both student and 

parent participants, was the role of teachers and coaches in providing more than adequate support 
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to students during their transition to high school. One mother participant mentioned that teachers 

actively participated during the day-long orientation event held for entering ninth graders. She 

stated that because of the presence of teachers there, many students already connected with some 

of the high-school teachers and coaches. One student participant said the high-school teachers 

did not seem as harsh, unlike how some teachers treated them in eighth grade. She said she felt 

treated more like an adult, which then gave her a feeling of confidence and independence. A 

PowerPoint presentation was shown during the orientation program so the entering ninth graders 

saw the faces of their teachers. The students then broke into groups to meet some of their 

teachers and ask questions.  

In addition to school staff, the student participants reported that the support of close 

friends and parents alleviated many of the emotional challenges of the transition. Researchers 

indicated that during adolescence, the family is the most trusted source of support (Pössel et al. 

2018). Most student participants reported that their parents were the most significant support 

system as they navigated their transition to high school. I could find very few research studies to 

confirm the effects of parental involvement on the socioemotional and academic outcomes of 

high school students (Ross, 2016). However, all student, parent, and counselor participants 

confirmed in their responses that the involvement of the parents during the transition was critical 

in alleviating students’ negative feelings and insecurities during those first weeks of high school.  

According to the student participants, parental involvement took different forms. Parents 

supported their students emotionally, physically, as well as by serving as an advocate for the 

students with the school system. A multidimensional framework of parental involvement 

included general parenting, regular communication, helping their teenage study and learn at 

home, help with decision making, and collaborating with teachers and counselors. One student 
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participant mentioned that her mother did everything for her in those early days of ninth grade; 

she cooked for her, drove her to school, made and packed her lunch, and also attended all her 

extracurricular activities so her daughter could focus on academics. The student also mentioned 

that her mother always encouraged her, telling her that the situation would get better and that she 

would rapidly acclimatize to her new surroundings. The impact of this level of parental 

involvement seemed to provide ample support to their teenagers’ academic efficacy and 

engagement. It also seemed to serve as intrinsic motivation to help them weather the challenges 

of transitioning into high school. 

According to Ross (2016), parental involvement variables may include: (a) participation 

in their children’s extracurricular activities, (b) parental advising, (c) parent-school 

communication regarding children’s problems at school, (d) school-initiated contact with parents 

regarding benign school issues, (e) parent-initiated contact with schools regarding benign school 

issues, (f) parent participation in school functions, (g) parental aspirations for their children’s 

educational attainment, and (h) family rules reflecting parental home supervision (p. 8). All of 

the five mother participants reported they had been involved in at least two or three of these 

variables during their student’s transition to high school. All of the mother participants were 

present at the orientations, three of the student participants mentioned how their parents aspired 

for their educational attainment, one participant mentioned how her mother helped her study, 

another student participant mentioned how his mother communicated with his teachers to help 

him stay out of trouble, and another mother mentioned how she was always at her son’s 

extracurricular activities. All of these variables highlight how the students gained from parental 

support and involvement ensuring a smoother transition. 
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Administrators also played an important role in supporting the students. Student and 

parent participants expressed how the support of school administrators lowered their anxiety. 

Principals, assistant principals, and other school leaders, such as librarians, instructional 

specialists, and counselors, comprise the administrative team of most high schools. According to 

the student participants in this study, many of these staff members addressed the academic, 

procedural, and social concerns they experienced during the first weeks of high school 

(McMorran, 2012).  

During the first week of school, according to the student participants, these individuals 

were situated in various areas of the campus, helped redirect students, answered questions about 

schedule conflicts, and calmed student that were panicking because they were concerned about 

being late to their next class period. In some instances, the staff walked the students to the 

classrooms and ensured students were not marked tardy. In addition, administrators issued 

directives to teachers to ensure the students that were still acclimatizing to their new 

surroundings were not judged harshly if late to class. 

Most importantly, administrators at the high school collaborated with the middle school 

administrators to ensure a smoother transition. According to two parent participants and the 

counselor participants, the NEST orientations (discussed below) were a joint effort between the 

administrators at both schools. According to a study by McMorran (2012), transition plan 

collaboration efforts between a middle school and high school can include a plan for evening 

orientation at the high school, a summer picnic for incoming ninth graders, study habits 

workshops for ninth graders, and high school visitations by middle school teachers, among other 

strategies. 
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Based on the responses of study participants, not all of the collaboration in the above list 

took place at this high school, but the two counselor participants mentioned that the high school 

engaged in the following collaboration efforts between the feeder middle school and the high 

school: (a) upperclassmen assisted during the NEST orientation and served as student mentors, 

(b) parents and transitioning students met with the high school counselor for the purpose of 

course selection, (c) parents met throughout the year for continued orientation, (d) parent 

involvement with the school was encouraged by the administration, (e) attendance policies were 

reviewed with parents, (f) guidance orientation occurred at the middle school conducted by high 

school counselors, (g) meetings occurred between ninth- and eighth-grade counselors, (h) 

curriculum information was issued to students and their parents in January and again in the fall, 

(i) evening orientations occurred at the high school so that parents can attend, (j) a summer 

picnic was held for entering ninth graders, (k) eighth graders spent a day at the high school and 

followed a ninth-grade schedule, (L) high school students conducted a presentation of school 

activities for entering ninth graders, and (m) parents met at the high school for further 

orientation. These actions were either taken in preparation of students for the transition during or 

prior to the eighth-grade year or during the transition itself, all of which occurred during the 

summer before entering high school and for all new ninth graders throughout the early months of 

the new school year. 

Academic Support Programs 

One of the school counselors reiterated that, even with all the orientation and other 

programs designed to ease the transition, students were largely unprepared for high school. This 

result confirms what has been described in some studies. According to Hazel et al. (2014), most 

students enter high school without the behavioral skills needed to cope and succeed. The school 
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counselor participants indicated that the orientation curriculum included study skills, 

organizational skills, social skills, note-taking, character building, time management, and college 

and career readiness skills to increase the success of incoming ninth grade students. One of the 

school counselor participants stated that she taught freshmen these skills and gave them ongoing 

constant reminders to attend by messaging students’ phones. 

According to the five student participants, orientations were fun and useful because they 

were able to meet upperclassmen who showed them around the school. Some students 

complained that the showings during the summer orientation session was not that useful because 

by the first day of school they still found the high school building unfamiliar. Two student 

participants reported that they were only shown the common areas, such as the cafeteria, gyms, 

library, and student services center. They did not get to tour the entire building, and during that 

first week of school, they still found it difficult finding their actual classrooms, computer labs, 

and administrative offices.  

Nevertheless, all five students believed that the orientations were better than nothing. One 

student thought the orientation was beneficial and she really enjoyed it. She said the 

upperclassmen were the ones who led students and spent time taking them around. They asked 

questions like icebreakers and made them feel welcome. She said she actually made a really 

close friendship with one of the upperclassmen who conducted the orientation.  

Three out of the five mothers believed that more orientation activities should be 

conducted to promote more connections between ninth graders and upperclassmen. One mother 

participant from a military family believed that some of the orientations should be conducted by 

upperclassmen from military families because they are familiar with the challenges of the 

military lifestyle. Another mother stated that much of the summer orientation was focused on 
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sports, but because not all students participate in sports, the orientation was not as useful for her 

ninth grader. 

Overall, all five student and mother participants believed that the orientations were 

helpful, could be improved, but should be continued. None of the students indicated that they did 

not find the orientation at least somewhat useful; everyone believed it saved them time during 

those first days of high school and reduced the stress they could have experienced navigating the 

many hallways of a large school building.  

According to Emmett and McGee (2012), because the number of students and the 

structural design of high schools have a tendency to be larger than most middle schools, this can 

lead to a sense of “loss” for freshmen in their new environment. There were four grade levels 

(ninth through twelfth grade) at the high school in this study, but some districts are now putting 

ninth graders into a separate building called a freshman academy. According to Emmet & 

McGee (2012), the freshmen academy helps school staff employ more personalized services so 

as to promote better academic outcomes for students. The freshmen academy is designed to 

provide personalization to meet the social and emotional needs of students during the change 

from high school to middle school (Emmett and McGee, 2012). While the district in this study 

had no freshman academy, it currently appears that none are in the planning stages. Researchers 

suggest that such academies may solve many of the normal problems middle school students face 

transitioning to high school (Emmett & McGee, 2012).  

Discussion of Findings for Research Question 3 

Several of the participants responded that support services helped in several ways, thus 

the themes found included growth and support systems. The subthemes that emerged in relation 
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to growth included getting better-organized, receiving helpful tips and encouragement, making 

connections, and being shown around, especially to classrooms.  

Two student participants explained that because students have a full schedule in high 

school and multiple extracurricular activities in which to participate, it was very important they 

stayed organized so that their academic work did not suffer. In a study by Roybal et al. (2014), 

students indicated that homework, grading, and the many new procedures were the most 

difficult components of the transition process. With the help of school counselors, students were 

taught how to stay organized and the importance of meeting deadlines. One student participant 

stated that he understood that every class counted towards his GPA compared to middle school 

and he knew he had to stay focused. Once he was able to manage his daily class schedule and 

organize his homework, he became increasingly efficient. 

As to support systems, the student and parent participants mentioned that the support 

systems available to students included parents, school staff, teachers, coaches, school counselors, 

and administrators. Several students explained how their parents were a big part of their support. 

One student participant said that she got her main support from her parents. She said they helped 

her a lot especially during the first couple days of school. She still had a lot of trouble finding her 

way around and still did not know a lot of people during that time, but her parents constantly 

reminded her that she was going to meet people.  

Another student participant recalled that in eighth grade she spoke often with the office 

secretary, and toward the end of the school year, she asked the secretary questions about high 

school because the secretary was the mother of a senior in high school. She always asked her 

questions about how the senior managed to navigate high school. She also reported that the 



100 

 

principals helped students that first week of high school by passing out information and 

especially supported students who were emotionally disturbed and were panicking.  

The role of school staff and administrators in providing support to entering freshmen that 

first week of school is critical for helping students transition. School administrators often foresee 

disruptions to the first week of school, especially with freshmen. School administrators inform 

teachers to be flexible with the schedule and policies, such as tardiness, dress codes, and wearing 

ID cards. There is usually a campus-wide staff mobilization, including janitors, cafeteria 

workers, aides, and others, to support the incoming freshman in any way they can. 

The school staff can demonstrate empathy knowing the transition is a huge change for 

many of the incoming freshmen. Roybal et al. (2014) believe that educators and school staff play 

an important role in creating a sense of belonging for students, especially for the incoming 

freshmen. In a study about effective ninth grade transition programs, Roybal et al. (2014) 

reported that the more support transitioning students received from parents, friends, and school 

administrators, the more transition stressors were lessened. 

The major point of emphasis with regard to support role from parents, school staff, 

teachers, and coaches is that students who feel connected and supported tend to fare better than if 

they do not feel supported. Overall, empathic, supportive teachers and a positive school climate 

enhance student engagement (Roybal et al., 2014). 

Discussion of Findings for Research Question 4 

According to responses in the study, school administrators provided services that 

culminated into one major theme—having regular, meaningful conversations with incoming 

ninth graders. The subthemes deduced from this theme include (a) open-door policies, (b) 

creating and organizing orientation programs, (c) teaching students organizational strategies, (d) 
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constantly reminding freshmen about school policies, (e) being available, (f) creating a balance 

between academics and extracurricular activities, (g) reassuring students, (h) teaching life skills, 

and (i) role-playing. 

In addition to alleviating students’ procedural and social concerns, school administrators 

had a number of conversations with students and their parents as they moved from the eighth to 

ninth grade. Some of these conversations occurred during the orientations when students were 

informed about school policies and students participated in a question-and-answer session. 

Administrator discussions with students included conversations about classes and how it 

impacted their GPA, especially if they were an honors student.  

Another type of conversation that often took place between students and school 

administrators was about the open-door policies of school counselors. The school counselor 

study participants reiterated that it was important for students to be aware of open-door policies. 

They usually informed students about this policy when counselors gave their presentation during 

orientation. The counselors told students they can talk about anything and the conversation 

would be kept confidential. 

Some parent participants had conversations with administrators about how orientations 

could be improved, such as instituting a buddy system. One mother participant stated that their 

ninth grader would benefit by having a buddy in higher grade that could offer strong support, 

build trust, and help the freshman negotiate the complexities of high school. Another parent 

talked about designing activities that are student-structured would be helpful. One mother talked 

about doing more for special education students during orientations. She believed that showing 

them around the high school even before the summer break would be beneficial.  
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Roybal et al. (2014) noted that for transition programs to be successful, schools need to 

implement more than one strategy. Thus, it is not surprising that participants in this research 

described several ways that school administrators engaged them in conversations. More detailed 

orientation programs, such as a planning session between middle school and high school 

administrators could be beneficial, according to one of the counselors, and having conversations 

with students about the biggest challenges they face—University Interscholastic League (UIL) 

grades, deadlines, learning to be young adults, and accepting greater responsibility. In general, 

school counselor participants wanted the students to understand that school staff are always 

available and are there to ensure their success.  

Limitations 

The study was limited to a single school district, and the findings do not necessarily apply 

to all high schools in Texas. In addition, the high school in this study is uniquely positioned close 

to one of the largest military installations in the United States. One of the student participants 

and the student’s mother had unique perspectives because they are part of a military-connected 

family. This study was also conducted during a pandemic; some responses may have been 

expressed in the context of the social upheaval caused by a society in lockdown. Undertones 

from such a context could have certainly affected the substance and tone of responses. In spite of 

the satisfaction at the level of support being given to students who transitioned from eighth to 

ninth grade expressed by the school counselors, the sample size for this phenomenological study 

was relatively small and the opinions may not represent the opinions of all freshmen students at 

the high school. 

Researcher positionality might be apparent because I was once a military student 

transition consultant for a nearby school district, and my opinions could be biased because of my 



103 

 

personal experiences. In addition, while I am not an employee of the school district, I am the 

mother of a student who recently transitioned to ninth grade, which might have had an impact on 

my stance in the study. However, I took great care and was constantly aware of my potential for 

bias and made every effort to reduce it. I did this through bracketing. 

Implications 

It was noted in this study that the period of adolescence is a very critical period. It is 

imperative that students get the needed support to be able to transition with less negative 

feelings. One study on adolescence referred to this critical life stage as a time of loss (Nixon, 

2016). According to Nixon (2016), this is because teenagers are no longer considered as children 

and yet not considered as adult. It is a period of the existential “unknown” when adolescents are 

typically trying to understand who they are and what their purpose is—their identity. This period 

coincides with the time they are transitioning from eighth to ninth grade. Relationships and peer 

connections are important during this phase, and adolescents require positive meaningful 

connections to thrive (Nixon, 2016). Consequently, it should be a priority for everyone who 

plays a role in the lives of these students to be empathic. There is no meaningful relationship 

without empathy (Nixon, 2016). It is a time when they are building relationships and these 

adolescents need every possible and available support to thrive.  

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of the study, student, parent, and counselor participants all reported 

that collaboration among all stakeholders eased the challenges and negative feelings that occur 

during a students’ transition to high school. The benefit of effective transition programs for 

freshmen is that it helps them excel in ninth grade, and that the success of this transition year for 

students has a follow-on effect throughout their high school career (Roybal et. al, 2014). 
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Researchers that examined effective transition practices and their impact on socioemotional and 

academic outcomes of high school students show that for such programs to be effective, all 

stakeholders—parents, school staff, educators, and the community—must be prepared to 

contribute to the process (Roybal et al., 2014). Nonetheless, some school districts have not yet 

instituted effective transition plans that include all stakeholders (Herlihy, 2007). In a review of 

research on the role of schools in adolescents’ identity development, Ellerbrock and Keiffer 

(2010) asserted that the greater school community involving all stakeholders can be a responsive 

environment that meets the developmental needs of adolescents. 

Recommendations for Practical Application 

McMorran (2012) issued a list of recommendations for an effective, comprehensive 

transition for school administrators and educators to consider. Unfortunately, no follow-up study 

has yet been conducted to test and measure the impact such a program would have on the 

transition to high school. In summary, McMorran (2012, p. 46) posited that a comprehensive 

transition plan should include the following: 

• a plan for an evening orientation at the very beginning of the school year,  

• summer picnic for entering ninth graders,  

• panel of former ninth graders should be allowed to visit the middle school to share 

high school experiences and perceptions,  

• a study habits workshops for ninth grade students,  

• eighth graders spend a day at the high school and follow a ninth-grade schedule 

• parent meeting for the purpose of orientation and course selection, and instruction on 

adolescent development, 

• establishment of a panel of faculty-student advisors,  
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• guidance orientation at the middle school by high school counselors,  

• high school teacher visitation of the middle school, teacher workshops on curriculum 

planning,  

• teacher professional development on the ninth-grade adolescent,  

• ongoing assessments with regularly scheduled meetings of middle school and high 

school representatives,  

• establishment of student mentors,  

• meetings between ninth and eighth grade counselors,  

• curriculum information to students and their parents in January and again in the fall,  

•  scheduling of students in small units for personalization purposes,  

• decision-making classes for students,  

• booklet explaining the transition plan from grade eight to nine,  

• letters to eighth grade students from ninth grade students,  

• data sharing on students entering or leaving a school,  

• letters to students and the parents of soon-to-be ninth graders, 

• middle school and high school principal communication on the articulation of 

transition practices, and  

• the creation of a transition panel of students, teachers, parents, and administrators.  

Not all of these recommendations of McMorran (2012) would be applicable or possible 

in every high school; however, many of these recommendations should be considered and then 

evaluated to see what works for each individual campus. 

Based on the findings of this study and in addition to the recommendations above, it is 

recommended that school districts implement an effective transition plan for students entering 
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high school that include the practices discussed below. First, provide step-by-step transition 

guidance for middle schools and their feeder high schools. The booklet-size step-by-step guide 

should include a school staff section, a student section, and a parent section to serve as a 

handbook for all major stakeholders closely involved in the transition. Another practice that can 

be incorporated is to offer in-person parent nights at the high school during the spring semester 

preceding transition to high school. During the parent night, school administrators should answer 

questions that parents have about the transition process as a whole. This would enable them to 

prepare their children to finish strong in middle school, so that by the summer they are ready for 

the face-to-face orientations at the feeder high schools. In addition, schools that already have 

face-to-face summer orientations prior to high school should maintain that practice.  

It is important for parents and adults who work with high school students to realize that 

the adolescent brain functions differently than the child or adult brain. Studies on adolescent 

brain development have shown that adolescents naturally seek change, new skills, and exhibit 

strong emotions, sometimes seriously risking their health (Konrad et al., 2013). As much as 

adolescents are seeking to establish intimate relationships, develop their identity, gain 

independence, and acquire social skills, the high plasticity of the adolescent brain enables 

environmental influences to have a particularly strong effect on cortical circuitry (Konrad et al., 

2013). Even though this allows the possibility of cognitive and socioemotional development, it 

also paves the way to potentially harmful influencing factors (Konrad et al., 2013). Thus, it is 

critical for educators and parents to prepare teenagers with the necessary emotional and practical 

skills to cope and succeed before they begin their high school career. When parents and 

educators are equipped with the necessary information, they can be more proactive by regularly 

communicating with adolescents in those final days of middle school, during the summer in 
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orientations, and in those first days of high school to reduce the worry, stress, and disorientation. 

This training should be provided perhaps by licensed school psychologists and other 

professionals that can provide the necessary information.  

Findings from the study also showed that incoming ninth graders benefited from 

individualized support. This may entail school districts implementing freshman academies—

separate campuses for the freshman class. School staff would be able to accommodate the ninth 

graders needs and create specialized schedules to allow the students to transition into the norms 

of high school. Not all school districts would be able to afford these ninth-grade academies; 

however, in instances where it is not possible, effective transition practices should be encouraged 

at all levels starting with collaboration between the middle schools and their feeder high schools. 

From a psychological standpoint, having this collaboration allows for school staff to have an 

effective system in place, because the receiving campuses have enough information about the 

status of these students. Receiving school counselors are briefed and share knowledge about each 

student and the cohort as a whole. The higher levels of awareness make it possible for high 

school educators to reflect on the development and maturation of the incoming class and the 

relative success of their transition.  

Interactions in a new environment may have a significant impact on adolescents. School 

administrators should identify opportunities for student engagement and social interaction that 

can be practiced at their school tailored to meet the needs of all incoming ninth graders. Special 

consideration should be given to special education students and students from military families 

when designing transition programs.  

With the difficulty in defining the lived experience of students who transition from 

middle to high school because of very limited research on this subject, it is important that 
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surveys are administered to capture and identify multifaceted levels of problems and challenges 

from each cohort of transitioning ninth graders. Electronic surveys which de-identify students 

would allow maximum participation. The data collected should be used in designing transition 

practices tailored to meet the need of each high school campus. 

In addition, a ninth-grade community of care supporting consistency among teachers and 

school staff should be incorporated in professional development trainings during in-service at the 

beginning of the school year. Such in-service days would immerse school administrators and 

school staff in the creation and development of strategies that keep transitioning students 

engaged and connected during the first few weeks of high school.  

Another strategy would be for school counselors to design a freshman-focused 

curriculum to be administered during the first nine weeks of school followed by an impact 

survey to gather data about the effect of the curriculum on the socioemotional and academic 

outcomes of students. Such data is almost nonexistent and it is a gap that needs to be filled. 

The complex demands of the new environment that students find themselves in during 

the first four weeks of school require that school administrators conduct at least one parent night 

at the conclusion of the fourth week of ninth grade for parents to share their views on how well 

their students are acclimatizing to their new environments. These meetings could also encourage 

parents to continually monitor their teenager’s progress and stay involved throughout the school 

year. Research findings have shown that the consistent involvement of parents results in more 

positive student outcomes (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Findings from the study showed that students transitioning from eighth to ninth grade 

struggled initially to find meaningful relationships. Erikson’s fifth phase of psychosocial 
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development suggests that adolescents are looking for a sense of self and personal identity 

(1968). It is therefore important for all stakeholders to facilitate meaningful connections for 

students who are transitioning from middle to high school. Building self-identity and making 

meaningful connections and lasting friendships becomes a priority for middle school students 

transitioning to the ninth grade. They desire acceptance and want to find their place in the high 

school social network.  

Eighth- to ninth-grade transition will continue to present challenges to educators and the 

school community at-large, and students’ socioemotional and academic outcomes will continue 

to be a concern. Past researchers revealed that ninth grade is a make-or-break year for high 

school graduation (Ellerbrock & Keiffer, 2013); therefore, future research into these areas are 

recommended. The experiences described by all of the participants substantiate Inhelder and 

Piaget’s (1958) assertion that individuals blossom in situations in which they are well-adjusted 

and acclimatized. As soon as the participants settled in and were well-adjusted to ninth grade, 

they were able to focus on educational tasks despite the increased rigor. 

Ninth-grade transition practices should continue to be studied to ascertain effectiveness. 

Examining the practices of other school districts could improve ninth-grade transition practices 

across the education systems of the United States. In addition, studies to understand best 

practices that positively improve transition experiences of students should continue to be 

explored. For instance, researchers should examine the role of educators and school 

administrators in alleviating transition stressors and how their role can be enhanced. Current 

research about transition stressors is limited, and specifically, studies on how to practically 

improve transition experiences of students are very limited. Moreover, it is critically important to 

further examine how the experience of students transitioning to high school affects the academic 
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emotional and behavioral outcomes of students and their successful graduation. Awareness of the 

experiences of students will add to the knowledge of how to improve transition practices so as to 

develop well-rounded students that are college- and career-ready by the time they exit high 

school.  

Conclusions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the lived experiences of 

students transitioning from middle school to high school. Five ninth-grade students and their 

mothers described their lived experiences regarding the support they received. Two school 

counselors shared their perspectives about the support they gave and how it was received by the 

students and parents. Overall, students surmised that their experiences were initially stressful but, 

with support from parents, teachers, counselors, upperclassmen, and friends, the challenges eased 

over time. Certainly, more studies are needed that delve more deeply into this difficult time for 

teenagers and the school community. These studies could positively impact the creation of more 

effective academic transition programs and ultimately result in producing better-adjusted, better-

educated young adults. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocols 

Interview Protocol for Student Participants 

Q1. How did you feel during your first week in ninth grade? Prompt: Can you tell me a 

bit more about that? 

Q2. What are the main differences between eighth grade and ninth grade?  

Q3. Could you tell me what challenges you encountered during your transition from 

middle school to high school? Can you describe how those challenges made you feel at 

that time? 

Q4. Can you tell me about the support you got during transition from Grade 8 to Grade 

9? Possible prompt: How can school staff improve the support services? 

Q5. How do you think the support you got helped you deal with the challenges during 

Grade 8 to Grade 9 transition? 

Q6. How do you think school administrators supported you as you moved from Grade 8 

to Grade 9? 

Q7. What would be for you a positive transition from middle school to high school? Can 

you imagine what it would feel like? 

Interview Protocol for School Counselors 

Q1. What characteristics do you think distinguishes freshmen (ninth-grade students) from 

the rest of the high school population? 

Q2. Describe the typical issues and/or challenges you observe in ninth-grade students? 

Q3. Can you tell me about some of the support services the campus has in place for 

students transitioning from eighth grade to ninth grade? 

Q4. How do you think those services helped the students? 
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Interview Question for Parents 

Q1. What could be done by school administrators to improve the transition support given 

to students when they transition from eighth grade to ninth grade? 
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