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Moving to a new school, while frequently exciting, is also filled with
stress and anxiety for students and their parents. Nowhere is this more
deeply felt than during the transition from elementary to middle school.
Increasingly schools are modifying their transition practices to assure
that students are better informed, and feel more secure in their new set-
ting. This paper uses the construct of Invitational Education to identify
ways in which school personnel can modify both formal and informal
transition activities to assure that students see their new school as wel-
coming and inviting.

During a recent parent meeting in a western school district one par-
ent described the transition to middle school this way: "It's like moving
to another country: the language is different, there are different rules, the
culture is different, and you aren't sure you have the proper documents to
navigate the border successfully"(Williamson, 1997, p. 3).

Moving from elementary to middle school can be stressful for both
students and parents. A recent study of parent concerns about middle
level programs found that transitions (between schools and between
grade levels) were one of their most significant concerns (Johnston &
Williamson, 1998). School transition programs are frequently organized
and led by school counselors and school administrators. Their roles lend
themselves naturally to frequent and occasionally intense contact with
students and parents before, during, and after the transition to a new
school.
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Concern for the transition of students has been a consistent theme for
middle grades programs (Alexander & George, 1981; Carnegie Council,
1989). Given its importance in the life of the middle level school, how is
it that the transition from elementary to middle school continues to raise
serious concern among parents and community members (Johnston &
Williamson, 1998)? What strategies and approaches might be considered
to assure that schools become more vigilant in assessing the formal and
informal messages telegraphed to students and their parents during the
transition to middle school?

Contemporary middle schools are faced by conflicting demands from
parents and the community (Beane, 1999; Williamson & Johnston,
1999). They often feel pulled between calls for increased accountability
and heightened student achievement and the need to provide develop-
mentally responsive educational experiences for students. Emerging from
this milieu is the continuing need, expressed by students and parents, to
feel supported during a time of high anxiety: the transition to a new
school (Johnston & Williamson, 1998; Shoffner, 1997).

During the past thirty years middle level schools became increasing-
ly concerned with modifying their practice so that a program more
aligned with the developmental needs of early adolescent students was
adopted. One method endorsed by many schools was Invitational Educa-
tion, an approach to school life that recognizes that every aspect of the
regularities of school life send subtle messages to parents and students
(Purkey, 1978).

The Invitational Education Model (Purkey, 1978; Purkey & Novak,
1984, 1996; Purkey & Schmidt, 1987, 1990; Purkey & Stanley, 1991)
proposes that the five areas of people, places, policies, programs, and
processes create the environmental framework in schools. “People” as-
sesses respect, caring, and the honoring of diversity and refers to the pos-
itive or "inviting" influence of the teachers and staff in the school. “Plac-
es” relates to the physical aspects of the school. “Policies” refers to the
inviting aspects of school rules and regulations. “Programs” refers to
preventative programs that emphasize non-violent means of negotiation
(e.g., mediation and conflict resolution). “Processes” refers to values and
attitudes of school staff. Each of these five areas has a vital effect on in-
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fluencing student behavior and views (Purkey, 1978; Purkey & Lehr,
1997; Shoffner & Vacc, 1999).

Middle level school personnel are sensitive to these needs and to the
changing dynamics in which they operate. They understand that when
students feel cared for and are a respected part of the school, they
achieve. They recognize that providing parents with lots of information
about their child's school provides an environment that fosters successful
learners. A wide range of approaches to the transition of students from
elementary to middle school has emerged. Examining these practices
through an invitational lens offers one vehicle for greater understanding
and sensitivity to the impact of changing schools on the lives of students.
The work exemplified by these practices, and that of countless other
middle grades educators, can enlighten and inform school practice.

Starting with Core Beliefs

Building broad support among school constituents for changes in
school practice is a central theme in middle level education (Clark &
Clark, 1994; Williamson & Johnston, 1991). It is especially critical when
undertaking an examination of school transition practices.

The presence of clearly articulated beliefs about the schooling of ear-
ly adolescents, a clear vision for the school, and a distinct sense of mis-
sion and purpose provides clear guidance for school programs (Sergi-
ovanni, 1990). Such clarity has been found to be present in effective
middle level schools (George & Shewey, 1994). Without agreement and
affirmation of these shared commitments, accountability for school pro-
grams and success remains low; there are no principles that guide indi-
vidual and collective action, and individuals remain free to interpret ac-
tivities undertaken as part of transition programs in a variety of ways.

To examine their operations many middle level schools have con-
vened groups of parents, community members and faculty to examine
and reach agreement on the role and function of the school (Williamson
& Johnston, 1998). Such diverse groups often hold disparate ideas about
a school's practice. As they work together, gather information, debate
and discuss their varied points-of-view, they invariably reach some
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agreement on a statement of beliefs (Williamson & Johnston, 1998).
While neither novel nor unique, the statements represent the interests and
needs of the group. Such agreement is critical to cultivating support for
revising one's program.

Delineating a set of core beliefs about schooling can be helpful in re-
fining school programs. These values, central to all organizations, serve
as the foundation for adopting practices that make school more appealing
and welcoming for students (Johnston, 1995; Purkey & Novak, 1996).

The Five ""P's" and Transition Activities

The emphasis of the invitational model on developing a comprehen-
sive set of school practices offers a useful model for examining school
transition activities. Each of the five components: people, places, poli-
cies, programs, and processes incorporates important approaches to re-
ducing the anxiety inherent in changing schools and in establishing the
new school as one which is welcoming and caring.

People

One of the most visible ways a school expresses its core beliefs is
through the action of the people who work there. These individuals clear-
ly personify organizational values and reflect the most cherished and
treasured beliefs of the school. Understanding the power of personal
connection, middle level schools have adopted several transition activi-
ties that nurture this important relationship. Successful strategies include
the following:

* Faculty and staff learn and use student names. Be visible in school
lunchrooms and hallways and engage students in conversation about
school activities and their personal lives.

* Encourage teachers to welcome students by creating classroom dis-
plays that identify students by name and recognize their accomplish-
ments (National Middle School Association, 1998).

* Provide opportunity during the first days of the new school year to
talk with other students, getting to know them, their interests, and their
hopes about middle school (Williamson, 1993).
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» Assign each new student a "buddy" from a higher grade. This
"buddy" can act as a "big brother/big sister" to the incoming student and
serve as a mentor and role model. Recognize the buddy for their service
(Brazee, 1987).

* Bring small groups of elementary students (20-30) to the middle
school and allow each one to shadow a student for the entire day. Be sure
they stay for lunch so they can become comfortable with cafeteria proce-
dures (National Middle School Association, 1998; Siehl & Gentry,
1990).

» Create classroom groups in the spring and have middle school
teachers send postcards or notes to each student in the incoming class
during the summer (Williamson, 1993).

* Provide independent time for personal journal entries where stu-
dents can write about their experiences, apprehensions, concerns and
hopes for entering middle school (Perkins & Gelfer, 1995).

Places

Even before their first interaction with school personnel, students
and parents form opinions about the school's operation. As they approach
the school by either car or school bus they notice the surroundings: the
presence or absence of litter, general repair of the building, and the con-
dition of the grass and landscaping. Upon entering an inviting school
they notice the presence of friendly signs welcoming visitors and offer-
ing directions, the absence of graffiti, the visibility of student work. The
physical appearance of school can reduce or induce anxiety about atten-
dance.

Many middle schools are attentive to these details and offer these
suggestions for making schools inviting places:

* Hold a scavenger hunt in the school during the orientation session
so students can become familiar with the facility (Perkins & Gelfer,
1995).

 Have students participate in a building trivia contest to familiarize
themselves with the school and its facilities on opening day or during the
orientation program (Williamson, 1993).
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» Have welcoming signs and posters, clean hallways, neat displays of
student work (Kaiser, 1995).

Policies

Another clear indicator of school priorities is the day-to-day routines.
They are comprised of the regular on-going activities of school life and
send clear messages about what is valued. Policies serve another useful
role; they establish a framework that guides the regular routines of
school personnel. Policies are explicit in establishing priorities. Exam-
ples of transition activities that reflect policies include the following:

« Keep parents of new students informed by adding them to the mail-
ing list for school newsletters throughout their final year in elementary
school (Cooke, 1995).

 Engage parents (both incoming and outgoing) and faculty in conti-
nual planning and evaluation of the transition program in order to build
support and commitment (Weldy, 1995).

 Assign students to teams and advisory groups with at least one
friend from elementary school (Williamson, 1993).

* Talk with students to identify commonly asked questions. Let cur-
rent students prepare responses and share those with incoming students
(Combs, 1993).

» Acknowledge the contributions of parents and teachers who help
with transition activities (Kaiser, 1995).

* Provide every family with a school handbook that includes phone
numbers, school history, yearly schedule, teachers, schedules, lunch pro-
cedures and other practical information (Schumacher, 1998).

* Recognize and reward current students who assist with the transi-
tion program (Kaiser, 1995).

Programs

Often the most tangible indicator of school priorities is the programs
offered to students. Programs that set high expectations for the success of
all students, exclude no one, and maximize opportunities for students to
develop both academically and socially reflect a commitment to an invit-
ing environment.
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Transition programs for students and their parents are often the first
opportunity for interaction with a school. The perceptions they create
have lasting impact on a student's success. Examples of successful prac-
tices that administrators and school counselors can develop to create an
inviting school climate include:

» Attend elementary school award nights and acknowledge the con-
tributions of incoming students (Kaiser, 1995).

» Meet with elementary teachers to identify their concerns and help
them shape the transition of their students to middle school (Williamson,
1993).

* Pair each elementary classroom with a middle level class and have
the students write letters or e-mail one other (Perkins & Gelfer, 1995).

 Conduct evening open houses where the middle level students dis-
play their work or participate in performing groups.

* Use parent information sessions to convey positive messages about
the school and its programs (Kaiser, 1995).

* Send a box of locks to the elementary school so that students have
an opportunity to practice opening a lock (National Middle School Asso-
ciation, 1998).

 Conduct an unstructured open house prior to the beginning of the
school year so that parents and students may tour the building, locate
classrooms, open their locker and become familiar with the setting
(Schumacher, 1998).

» Have the middle school counselor conduct interviews with each
elementary student and follow up with a letter to parents (Siehl & Gen-
try, 1990), thus making each student a hero or heroine.

* Schedule regular "parent development"” sessions that provide par-
ents with information about the school but respond to issues and con-
cerns they have about the new school (e.g., Understanding Your Early
Adolescent, Helping Your Child Make Informed Decisions) (Combs,
1993; Cooke, 1995; Shoffner, 1997).

Processes

Schools convey their most significant messages and transmit their
most important beliefs by the way they make decisions. The degree to
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which students, parents and community are involved in identifying needs
and designing strategies to meet those needs represent a school's com-
mitment to processes which are democratic and respect the interests and
needs of its constituents. Schools might use the following approaches to
enhance their transition programs:

* Provide for a comprehensive transition plan, one that encompasses
the entire school year (Kaiser, 1995). Be attentive to needs for informa-
tion and support once students enter their new school.

* Routinely gather information from parents and students about the
effectiveness of the transition program (Siehl & Gentry, 1990)

o Offer parents meaningful roles in school governance (Cooke,
1995).

» Reach agreement among the faculty on opening day routines and
procedures for incoming students. Be cautious about overloading stu-
dents with too much detail and information, thus provoking a negative
response to the new school (Kaiser, 1995).

* Talk with faculty about the awards and accomplishments of the in-
coming students.

 Challenge long-standing beliefs about middle school students by
sharing information about the contributions and work of incoming stu-
dents in elementary school (Midgley, 1988).

* Provide an opportunity for middle school faculty to visit elementa-
ry schools, meet the teachers, learn about the program and develop an
appreciation for the work of elementary school teachers. Provide similar
opportunities for elementary staff to visit middle schools (Brazee, 1987).

* Place significant responsibility for transition activities in the hands
of school counselors and teaching staff thus expanding responsibility for
the transition (Weldy, 1990). Honor and recognize their contributions.

» Hold meetings at varied times and locations to accommodate the
work schedules of parents (Morgan & Hertzog, 1999).

» Mail a schedule of orientation activities to each student’s home so
that parents and students are aware of the opportunities to learn about
their new school (Morgan & Hertzog, 1999).

» Become knowledgeable about student concerns by surveying in-
coming students during their last year in elementary school (Leiderman
& Terzopolos, 1991; Weldy, 1995)
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Formal school transition programs are only one means of helping
students bridge the gap from elementary to middle school. They convey
important information and perceptions of school life. Of even greater
importance, however, are the more subtle, more informal, messages con-
veyed to students through the regularities of school life: the people, plac-
es, policies, programs and processes. Sound transition programs recog-
nize the importance of complementing traditional transition activities
with others that utilize the attributes of Invitational Education to tele-
graph to students that they are supported, cared for, and welcomed in
their new setting.

Conclusion

All school personnel, but particularly school counselors and adminis-
trators, play critical roles in supporting sound student transition pro-
grams. Their leadership can mold and shape school-wide activities that
enhance the work of the entire staff in developing and implementing ef-
fective transition programs. Invitational Education can serve as an impor-
tant vehicle to strengthen school-wide efforts to assure that students, and
their families, make a smooth transition from elementary to middle
school.

It is essential that those most often charged with shepherding transi-
tion activities, the counseling and administrative staff, work together, as
a team, and collaboratively with the larger school community to support
students in their transition to middle school. A collaborative effort, built
on a sound understanding of the needs of early adolescent students, is
critical.

The transition from elementary to middle school is a significant
event in the lives of most early adolescents (Mac Iver, 1990). Together,
all school personnel can assure that students receive the information, un-
derstanding, and support essential to assure success in their new school.
Through greater understanding of school culture and the many formal
and informal ways in which culture is transmitted, school leaders can
make the transition to a new school more inviting and supportive for stu-
dents.
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