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4 best practices to ensure smooth transitions for

new high schoolers

Adjusting to the academic and social pressures that come with entering high school can
create anxiety for students and families alike.
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The transition to high school involves both emotional and academic preparedness, said Karla Jiménez,
director of school and community relations for Elgin Area School District U-46 in Illinois. Stock Photo via
Getty Images

Starting high school can be a fraught time for students who face adjusting to a new
environment, new teachers and, often, new friends.

It can also be a time of increased anxiety for parents, who worry about how their
children will adapt and fare both academically and emotionally.

It’s up to teachers and administrators to address those fears and worries in a
constructive way, said Adie Simmons, executive director of Washington Family
Engagement, a nonprofit based in the Seattle area. Ideally, the process starts as early as
elementary school, she said.

“Elementary, middle and high schools should work together to understand how
transitions impact not just the student but the whole family — and particularly those
with different backgrounds,” she said. “This understanding can lead to the creation of
transition education and special programs for incoming 9th grade families.”

To help school leaders prepare to welcome and engage families of incoming gth graders,
and to help these new students settle into their academic and social environment,
Simmons and other experts recommend the following best practices.

Address students’ worry



Teens worry about being in a different learning environment, with new teachers and
subjects and social changes, Simmons said. In addition, 9th graders can be afraid of
being in the same school as older teenagers. “We all have heard about kids’ fears of
being thrown in the school’s dumpster,” she said.

Transitioning to high school involves both emotional and academic preparedness, said
Karla Jiménez, director of school and community relations for Elgin Area School
District U-46 in Illinois. “Emotionally, students should feel confident, supported and
have a sense of belonging within their school community. Academically, students should
be prepared for increased autonomy and responsibility for their own learning.”

Incoming 9th graders and their families should be given opportunities to acquaint
themselves with their new environment, receive guidance and establish open
communication channels, Jiménez said. To pave a road to success, incoming students
should have clear academic and behavioral expectations, including understanding their
new schedule structure and knowing who to contact for support, she said.

They are also encouraged to get involved in clubs, sports or other extracurricular
activities, to help them find their niche, Jiménez added.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, many students have struggled with building resiliency
and overcoming adversity, key aspects of being emotionally and academically successful,
said Jennifer Sutton, principal of Von Steuben Metropolitan Science Center, a public
magnet school in Chicago.

“As students transition from 8th grade to high school, they are moving from usually a
smaller, more nurturing environment to one that is more complex, with more decisions
and choices for them to manage on a daily basis,” Sutton said. “A successful transition
may require a student to ask questions, take risks and make mistakes, with the goal of
personal growth and developing beneficial friendships.”

Start early

The transition to high school can be hard for parents, whose fears for their children
range from a decrease in academic performance to bullying, peer pressure and exposure
to drugs and alcohol, as well as the prospect of their children getting behind the wheel of
a car, Simmons said.

“Families become anxious. Parents realize their kids are growing and changing in front
of their eyes, and they become afraid of what may happen to their young teens in a new,
larger school environment,” Simmons said.

Students and parents need to know that transition anxiety is normal, and schools should
arm them with the necessary knowledge to ease that, she said. “The more they learn
about the importance of 9th grade — how high schools work and what student supports
they offer — the better they will adjust to the transition.”



High school transition preparation should start as early as 5th grade and involve a
collaboration among the “senders,” or elementary and middle schools, and the
“receivers,” or high schools, Simmons said.

Elementary and middle schools can partner with high schools to conduct high school
tours for families, bring high school speakers — including students — to classrooms,
provide materials for parents in advance, and offer opportunities for parents to build
relationships with high school staff, Simmons said.

“In partnership, feeder schools can offer preparation workshops and family events so
that adults and kids can plan, discuss hopes and dreams, and learn [about] topics,” she
said.

According to Simmons, useful workshop topics might include:

e The importance of 9th grade.

e A primer on high school policies.

e How many credits are needed for high school graduation?

e What is a GPA?

e What courses are offered in high school and how to sign up for them.

e What are required versus elective courses?

e Admission requirements for state and private colleges and universities.
e Opportunities for family engagement at the high school level.

Building a bridge between middle and high schools through joint activities can ease the
transition, Jiménez agreed.

“Our middle and high school leaders come together often to collaborate and plan,” she
said. “In the fall, we extend an invitation to 8th-grade students and their families to
attend high school magnet open houses.

Also, high school counselors visit middle schools to help incoming freshmen select their
future courses, and they offer visits to students’ future high schools, Jimenez said.

Build supportive systems

Elgin Area School District high schools offer a three-day “freshman connection” summer
program designed for incoming 9th graders that features community and team-building
activities aligned to social-emotional learning standards. The activities promote critical
thinking, creativity, collaboration and communication, Jiménez said.

The program “aims to introduce incoming freshmen to their teachers, build
relationships with their peers, allow them to become familiar with their new building,
and preview their high school schedule,” Jiménez said.

Also, all Elgin Area School District high schools have an assistant principal of freshman
success. “These administrators work closely with gth graders, counselors and freshman



level teachers, ensuring they stay on track to graduate in four years and have a
successful first year of high school,” she said.

At Von Steuben, students from upper grades are assigned to mentor and support
incoming gth-grade students by answering questions, guiding them in developing
friendships and social skills, and helping them learn how to navigate challenges.

“This has promoted leadership amongst students and encourages the same students
who received support to become mentors themselves. The peer mentoring develops a
more positive school community and promotes school pride,” Sutton said.

Be mindful some families have more anxiety than others

Normal transition anxiety is compounded for families of students with disabilities and
those who speak languages other than English at home, the experts said.

For example, some parents born in other countries might have no frame of reference
when they imagine U.S. schools, so they could be at a loss for how to support their
children, Simmons said. “Often, schools perceive them as uninterested and disengaged
when they are just trying to understand the system and are afraid to ask.”

Such families need outreach and family education in their language of choice, so they
can embrace the notion that they can contribute to their kids’ education, Simmons said.
This, too, is best done as a collaborative effort among “sender” and “receiver” schools.

Sutton agreed. “It is important for families to be aware of, and advocate for,
communication in their home language as much as possible and to connect with
someone at the school for questions or concerns,” she said.

Parents of students with disabilities experience anxiety regarding the physical and
emotional safety of their children in a larger school campus, Simmons said.

For example, they may worry about a potential lack of supervision in the new school,
even if supervision is mandated by their children’s individualized education programs,
she said. Long term, they worry about how their children will fare after high school
graduation and what resources will be available then.

“Schools can ease their anxiety by anticipating needs and providing support and
continuous information,” Simmons said.

Parents of students with disabilities are often burdened with advocating for their child’s
needs in the lower grades, Sutton said. “[They] are best supported in a high school
community that welcomes the insight of parents while supporting ways for students to
become better advocates for themselves as a life skill.”
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South Elgin transfer Jacob Sullivan starts over at



Marmion. And he’s ready to throw more. ‘Very pro

style.’
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South Elgin's Jacob Sullivan (4) pitches the ball as Maine South's Sam Bartell (5) and Mike Taylor
(42) defend during a Class 8A second-round playoff game on Friday, Oct. 4, 2022. (H. Rick
Bamman / The Beacon-News)

With change, one often needs to adapt.

Senior quarterback Jacob Sullivan is already learning that lesson well for Marmion,
preparing to direct a new offense on his new team.

And by the third week of the 2023 season that opens Friday, Sullivan and his teammates
will be playing the program’s first game on its new turf, following renovations completed
this summer at Fichtel Field.

“My family was on the move,” Sullivan said of his transfer from South Elgin. “Things
happen. It’s hard to leave places sometimes. Not everyone is always happy, but we kept
the respect.

“This is a tough league, tough academics, tough football. But it’s going to prepare
everyone here for what comes after high school, both on and off the field and in
life.”



South Elgin's Jake Sullivan (4) throws a touchdown pass against Larkin during an Upstate Eight
Conference game in South Elgin on Friday, Sept. 16, 2022. (H. Rick Bamman / The Beacon-News)

Last season, Sullivan led the Storm to its fourth straight Upstate Eight Conference title,
directing a triple-option attack that produced 3,138 yards rushing and 1,232 passing.

The 6-foot-2, 195-pound Sullivan completed 54% (57 of 106) of his passes for 949 yards
with 16 touchdowns and three interceptions. He ran for 330 yards and five TDs.

“I respect my (South Elgin) teammates and those coaches,” said Sullivan, whose family
lives in the St. Charles North district. “They’ve done a lot.

“Our offense was a mix. There were games we threw a lot, games where I didn’t. It
depended on the opponent. In terms of leaving South Elgin, that was not a factor.”

Sullivan made the move last January to Marmion for the spring semester.

South Elgin's Jacob Sullivan (4) escapes the grasp of Larkin's Hector Flores (46) during an Upstate Eight
Conference game in South Elgin on Friday, Sept. 16, 2022. (H. Rick Bamman / The Beacon-News)

“This is my second full semester,” he said. “I've spent offseason workouts and lifting
with the team and I played lacrosse here last spring.



“It was nice to get in and meet everyone, so when we started (preseason football), I
wasn’t meeting everyone new. I feel like I've been a part of it.”

Sullivan already knew one of his new teammates — two-way senior starter Jack Lesher,
who plays linebacker and running back.

They were teammates on a 7-on-7 team for several years in junior high and reconnected
last November when both happened to be invited to a college visit at Akron.

“I thought Marmion would be a great fit for him,” said Lesher, who received a
scholarship offer from the Zips, then went on to win a Class 3A state wrestling title at
182 pounds for the Cadets. “I'm just grateful Jake transferred in.

“We had a need, and he’s going to help us out this year.”
The starting job wasn’t handed to him, however.

Henry Garrison, a 5-11, 180-pound senior who had filled in last year when starter Ryan
Prell missed time with an injury, was also in the mix.

“Henry played well last year, knows every assignment and what to do,” Marmion coach
Dan Thorpe said. “They competed all summer and we charted every pass.”

Marmion's new field turf has been installed and work on resurfacing its track continues on Tuesday, Aug.
22, 2023. (Rick Armstrong / The Beacon-News)

Garrison has a unique twist to his positional capability by also playing defensive line.

“We've talked to him about potentially playing linebacker but said no, he likes the line,”
Thorpe said. “He’s small and tough and does well.”

Marmion opens with games at Maine West and then Curie before playing Leo in the



Sept. 8 home opener.
The Cadets’ CCL/ESCC Purple schedule includes Carmel, St. Patrick and St. Viator. They
have crossover games that include St. Rita, St. Laurence and Joliet Catholic.

Sullivan, who has drawn some recruiting interest from smaller schools but no firm
offers, hopes to impress.

“This offense feels very pro style,” he said. “We’re under gun, tight, spread, five wide and
throwing screen passes. It seems like everything you can find.”

After missing the playoffs last season, Lesher understands why the Cadets (4-5) would
be overlooked, but he feels they’re better than the 3-6 record he said one outlet has

predicted.

“We have a lot of guys that are underrated as receivers,” he said. “We’re ready to prove
people wrong, but we’ll have to prove it.”



