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Managing Transitions Successfully: 

Directing Attention to the Middle/High School Transition

By Sandra H. Harwell
Transition can be defined, loosely, as a period of change or a time of movement from one period of growth, work situation, etc. to another. Since the beginnings of the Tech Prep movement, most attention has been directed to the transitional period between secondary and postsecondary education. Strategies have been recommended to assist students reach college readiness, including contextual teaching and innovative remediation programs at the postsecondary level. In spite of the many efforts, remediation rates at the postsecondary level continue to be unacceptable. Perhaps the biggest problem has been that we have implemented these strategies focusing on the wrong transition period. 

Students actually move through multiple transitional periods during their educational experience. Students who are below grade-level expectations at any one of the transitional periods are seriously at risk for increasing, exponentially, the gap between actual achievement and grade-level expectations. Intervention can be successful at any of the transition periods and the earlier, the better.  A project in a central Texas school is a classic example of the results of an intervention at an appropriate time. 

Working with teachers and other educators, CORD developed a mathematics program especially motivating and effective for middle school students. The program successfully linked the success of CORD in developing materials for the concrete learner with the knowledge of and best practices developed by teachers and administrators of low achieving students in mathematics. The program provided academic rigor through a multiplicity of teaching strategies within a holistic approach to the student.  The target group of students included those “in the middle,” students performing below grade-level and exhibiting low self-efficacy in mathematics. The intervention, “Math That Works,” included real-world, practical applications of mathematics concepts. The target group of students included many students who, without intervention, would fail to be college ready at the end of 12th grade.

“After one year of this activity-oriented additional, elective mathematics class, students were able to handle basic pre-algebra skills with confidence, rejoin their peers, and continue to be successful in regular mathematics classes” (CORD, 2001). Students each year showed gains in mathematics achievement on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, and succeeded in achieving grade-level expectations, returning to, and finding success in a grade-level appropriate sequence of mathematics courses.

Three groups of students in three successive years were studied. Comparisons of TAAS scores were made between students in the pilot and those in traditionally taught classes without the intervention. From 1998 to 1999, students in the pilot demonstrated an average gain of 10.6 points on the TAAS while students in the traditionally taught classes demonstrated an average gain of 7.1 points. The finding was statistically significant at the .01 level. Students in the successive years demonstrated similar positive gains. 

Students moving through the public education system vary greatly in actual age, developmental readiness for school, and preschool preparation. In a one-size fits all system, many of the younger, less developmentally ready students fail to master key content knowledge and skills that form the foundation for future academic success. Identifying these deficiencies and intervening at the appropriate transitional period can help reduce the academic achievement gaps that continue to plague American education. 

The report of this study can be found at the following address: http://www.cord.org/lev2.cfm/99












