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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering Kindergarten 

A Multiple-Case Study 

 

The purpose of this research is to study the receiving special education teacher’s 

perception of the transition process for students with identified disabilities exiting 

preschool and entering kindergarten. The study utilizes case study methodology to 

support the creation of rich descriptions (Merriam, 1998) of contemporary kindergarten 

transition practices and the relationships formed during the process (Yin, 2003).  The 

study, set within a single Maryland school district, employs three methods of data 

collection: online questionnaire; two-part, semistructured interview; and follow-up 

telephone interviews. Of the 31 respondents who completed the online questionnaire, 7 

also participated in the interview.  

This study places itself deep within the notions of pedagogical and programmatic 

alignment by utilizing The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-

Kaufman & Pianta, 2000) as a conceptual frame. The study results illustrate in detail the 

process through which students with identified disabilities transition from preschool into 

kindergarten within an exemplary model in the state of Maryland. Although the 

descriptive nature of the study does not allow direct comparisons to national data sets, 

such as the Pre-elementary Education Longitudinal Study (NCSER, 2003) and NCEDL’s 

National Transition Practices Survey (NCEDL, 1996), data from the current study 

indicate a considerably higher percentage of receiving kindergarten special educators use 

high-intensity strategies throughout the select school district than those reported in the 

national data sets. Through the perspective of the receiving kindergarten special educator, 
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the study highlights: exemplary practices at the district, building, and individual student 

level; highlights the key role the receiving special educator plays in transition, notes 

barriers teachers faced; and provides evidence of the important role that relationship 

building between the adults involved in the kindergarten transition process plays by 

adding directly to the quality of the transition process for individual students with 

disabilities. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview  

This multiple-case study examines the practices used, and the patterns of relationships 

which develop, during the transition process for children with identified disabilities 

exiting preschool and entering kindergarten. Calls for reform to current federal 

legislation, the introduction of competitive grants requiring innovative approaches to 

early learning, and the adoption of the first Common Core of Standards by 45 states, the 

District of Columbia, and 3 territories (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2012) 

have increased the need to fully understand the impact of kindergarten transition on 

sustained and improved outcomes for students identified with disabilities through the 

elementary years. This study explores the kindergarten transition process through the 

perspective of the receiving kindergarten special education teacher. Although research 

exists on best practices for children entering kindergarten, little research addresses the 

issues specific to the transition of children with identified disabilities, whose Individual 

Education Plans (IEPs) can involve many individuals, professionals, and systems.  

The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 

2000) proposes that the relationships between individuals and entities surrounding a child 

over time are integral to the successful transition into school. Given national attention to 

improved outcomes, a better understanding of those critical relationships and transition 

practices for children with disabilities is required. Using the Ecological and Dynamic 

Model of Transition framework, this inquiry focuses on the nature of the relationships 
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formed during the transition process and the transition strategies implemented to ensure 

the successful transition of preschool children with identified disabilities into 

kindergarten. Improved understanding of the role of relationships within the process of 

transition into kindergarten may support the development of innovative approaches that 

will sustain early learning improvements past the kindergarten year.  

This study examines two local models of public kindergarten in a single, county-

based, school system in the state of Maryland. Rich descriptions of each model are 

coupled with data depicting the transition practices being used by kindergarten special 

educators throughout the system. This method allows the researcher to illustrate the 

transition process for children with disabilities exiting preschool and entering 

kindergarten in the selected school district. The Early Childhood Model provides special 

education and related services to identified children through a regional early childhood 

center.  The model was developed for students who required a full-day educational 

program before the 2007-2008 school year, when Maryland mandated full-day general 

education kindergarten in public schools (Maryland Educational Initiatives, 2007). In the 

Traditional Model, the second model, elementary school staff provide special education 

and related services to identified children. This model offered a half-day option to 

students whose needs could be met within the inclusive half-day program when only half-

day kindergarten was available to students in Maryland public schools. Since 2007-2008, 

the Traditional Model has served as a full-day inclusive kindergarten program. Every 

effort is made to have students experience the kindergarten model at their home school 

rather than the regional Early Childhood Model, which is generally reserved for students 

with more intensive needs. Direct comparisons between the models will not be drawn, 
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but the methodology utilized in this study will produce data about each model’s transition 

practices and will provide a full picture of the transition process for students with 

disabilities exiting preschool and entering kindergarten in the selected school district. 

 

Problem Statement 

Transition periods are critical to children’s development. For young children, a series of 

key developmental transitions ends with the entrance to kindergarten (Hanson, 1999). 

Successful transition into kindergarten is understood to contribute directly to future 

school outcomes (Ramey & Ramey, 1999; Shulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005). Because 

the demographic and socioeconomic makeup of the United States continues to change, 

there is an increased focus on understanding school readiness and the impact of the 

kindergarten transition period (Hernandez, Denton, & Macartney, 2009; Kagan & 

Neuman, 1998; Kagan & Tarrant, 2010). Considering the multitude of pedagogical and 

policy shifts under way in preschool and early childhood environments, deeper research 

is needed to illustrate current kindergarten transition processes for students with 

disabilities to ensure improved student outcomes.  

In order to provide much needed continuity between early childhood education 

and the K-12 community, issues of alignment between accountability systems must be 

resolved. In 2012, President Obama called on Congress to fix the No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB; 2001) to create fair accountability systems that emphasize high expectations, 

reward innovation and improvement at the local level, and focus on students who are 

most at risk (White House Press Release, 2011). NCLB had required all schools to meet 

benchmarks of Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) by the 2013-2014 school year, with 100% 
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of the student population performing at the proficient level (Hoff & Alyson, 2008).  Since 

2001, in quick response to NCLB’s original mandates, schools have required students in 

grades including kindergarten to participate in standardized tests in preparation for the 

high-stakes assessments required to meet AYP (Rushton & Rushton, 2008).  

Overtime, the AYP requirements seemed unattainable, ultimately leading to a 

series of significant policy shifts including the federal use of waivers to states and the 

development of the Common Core Standards and related Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness of College and Careers (PARCC) assessments. In an effort to provide some 

kind of relief to states, President Obama announced in February 2012 that 10 states 

would be granted waivers from the NCLB requirements. These states were expected to 

continue education reform, albeit with greater flexibility in closing achievement gaps and 

increasing student proficiency levels (White House Press Release, 2012). Maryland was 

granted an NCLB waiver during the second round in May 2012 (Brenchly, 2012).  

The Department of Education’s Race to the Top—Early Learning Challenge 

(RTT-ELC) injected a new sense of urgency into the early childhood education 

community. This federally funded, early education initiative invites states to compete for 

funding to improve programs serving high-needs children ages birth-5 years. Successful 

applications to the RTT-ELC would include state-level reforms in three main areas: Early 

Learning and Development Standards and Assessments; the creation of a tiered Quality 

Rating Improvement System (QRIS) to assess programmatic improvements; and a plan to 

sustain the effects of positive early learning programs through the early elementary years 

(RTT-ELC Executive Summary, 2011). In December 2011 the White House announced 

that nine states, including Maryland, would receive funding for their RTT-ELC proposals 
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(Middle Class Task Force, 2011). In a press release, Maryland stated that “[it] developed 

an ambitious slate of projects in its RTT-ELC application. They range from strengthening 

the Maryland EXCELS child care rating system, to revising the early learning standards 

to align with the Common Core, to refining the State’s assessment system for pre-school 

children” (Maryland Department of Education Press Release, 2011).  

In the 2013 State of the Union Address President Obama placed an unprecedented 

emphasis on high quality early childhood learning with his promotion of “Preschool for 

All” (White House Office of the Press Secretary, State of the Union Address, 2013). In 

his address to the nation, the President called on congress to expand access to high 

quality preschool to every child in America. He linked important cost-benefit analysis to 

early learning investment, stating that for every dollar invested the public would see as 

much as 7 dollars in return through higher academic completion rates, increased labor 

productivity, and reduced crime rates. President Obama’s early learning plan calls for 

preschool teachers who possess a college degree, salaries comparable to K-12 teaching 

staff, state standards for curriculum, and program evaluation systems (White House 

Office of the Press Secretary Plan for Early Education for All American’s Fact Sheet, 

2013). This expansion in early learning will be made possible through federal and state 

partnerships supported by the Department of Education and the Department of Health and 

Human Services (The Department of Education, Early Learning, 2013). Recently 

released budget plans allocate $75 billion dollars for expanded preschool over the next 

decade financed through a $0.94 increase in tobacco product taxes (Waldron, 2013). The 

impact of these policies is yet to be seen.   
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 In light of current reforms, issues of school readiness and early childhood 

learning have become increasingly significant. As a result, federal and state researchers, 

policy makers, and educators have turned the spotlight on early childhood education. The 

lack of current research illustrating early childhood education at the local level will 

undoubtedly add to the challenges of implementing multiple changes across the 

preschool-elementary environment. The transition into kindergarten cannot be 

overlooked, because it bridges the birth to preschool years and formal elementary school. 

For high-needs students, like those with identified disabilities, successful transition into 

kindergarten will play a crucial role in meeting RTT-ELC’s priority for successful and 

sustainable programs that offer evidence of academic and behavioral impact long into the 

elementary school years.  

 For students with disabilities, the transition into kindergarten is made more 

complex by unique learning needs and the many services and staff members that support 

their learning (Carlson et al., 2009). Although the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA) has set the precedent for transition policy and practice for students with 

disabilities, it has failed to attend to the critical nature of the transition into kindergarten. 

Current federal statutes, such as IDEA, have left local school systems and families 

without definitions and guidance to address the issues of continuity and best practice 

related to the transition into kindergarten for this special population.   

Research exists on the most promising transition practices for general education 

kindergarten classroom teachers and on the typical needs of students as they enter 

kindergarten (Hauskens & Rathbun, 2002; Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 

2000; Nelson, 2004; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 1999). Few studies, however, examine the 
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unique role of the receiving special education teacher during kindergarten transition for 

students with disabilities who have been served under Section 619 Part B of IDEA 

(Carlson et al., 2009; Janus, LeFort, Cameron, & Kopenchanski, 2007). The receiving 

teacher’s roles may include developing the IEP, establishing and maintaining 

communication with families, collaborating with the sending preschool staff and the 

general education kindergarten teachers, teaming with related service providers, and 

implementing strategies on an ongoing basis to support the transition. In order to more 

clearly understand kindergarten transition for students with disabilities, researchers must 

view the process from the perspectives of the various key stakeholders. With improved 

understanding a more comprehensive picture of successful supports and systems will 

emerge and inform future policy, research, and practice to ensure the strongest outcomes 

for our young students with  significant needs.  

Purpose Statement 

The intent of this research is to study the receiving special education teacher’s perception 

of the transition process for students with identified disabilities exiting preschool and 

entering kindergarten. To achieve this objective, the study involves examination of (a) the 

transition strategies of the receiving schools and receiving special education teachers 

throughout the district selected for study; (b) how communication between staff and 

families contribute to the transition; and (c) from the receiving special education 

teacher’s perspective, the development of relationships among the staff and family during 

the transition process. The study examines these three processes in two kindergarten 

models, the Early Childhood Model and the Traditional Model, to provide rich 

descriptions of each model within the context of the district as a whole. 
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Research Questions 

The following overarching question guides this inquiry: 

How is the transition process implemented for students with disabilities exiting 

preschool and entering kindergarten? 

The following sub-questions guide this study:  

1. How do transition strategies contribute to the kindergarten transition process 

within the context of the district as a whole?  

2. How does communication between school personnel and families contribute to 

the development of relationships? 

3. How do relationships develop between school personnel and families during the 

kindergarten transition for students with disabilities?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

This study is an important addition to the research literature and will inform policy and 

improve practices within local education agencies for several reasons. First and foremost, 

given the current climate of reform in early education and the expectation that gains made 

through large investments in preschool education will be sustained during the elementary 

years, better understanding of kindergarten transition practices for students with 

disabilities is needed. Second, without federal guidance to address transition for students 

covered by Section 619 Part B of IDEA who are exiting preschool programs and entering 

kindergarten, significant variations in practice between state and local school systems 

will persist. To better inform and guide future policy, research must provide rich 

descriptions of the current transition process at both the state and local level. This study 

aims to capture such information at the local level, within one district, as a starting point 
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for additional research inquiries and possible replication in other local systems. This 

study focuses on the unique perspective of receiving kindergarten special education 

teachers because of the significant role they play in collaborating with families, teachers, 

service providers, and outside professionals during the first year of formal K-12 

education. In fact, the Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufman & 

Pianta, 2000) identifies teachers as key relationship builders. Because later school 

success, both social and academic, for all students has been linked to successful transition 

into school during the early years (Ramey & Ramey, 1999; Shulting, 2005), improved 

understanding of the kindergarten transition for students with disabilities is required to 

ensure the success of reforms undertaken by initiatives like the RTT-ELC and Preschool 

for All.  

Conceptual Framework 

The body of literature on kindergarten transition for all children (Kagan & Neuman, 

1998; Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; Rosenkoetter, Whaley, Hains, & Pierce, 2001; Shotts, 

Rosenkoetter, Streufert, & Rosenkoetter, 1994; Winter & Kelley, 2008) has shifted 

toward recommending collaborative transition processes (Kagan & Neuman, 1998; Kraft-

Sayre & Pianta, 2000; Stormont, Beckner, Mitchell, & Richter, 2005). In the past, 

emphasis was placed on the individual child’s readiness attainment (Ramey & Ramey, 

1999) and on screening tools and student achievement. Researchers and education 

professionals focused on preparing individual children for the rigors of the formal school 

years starting in kindergarten. With the concept of Ready Schools, brought forward by 

President H.W. Bush’s Goals 2000, family readiness became an integral part of transition 

policies. This focus on the family, supports ecological models driven by  
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory, which stresses the importance of 

relationships between individuals and entities that support the development of a child in 

the school readiness process.  

The call for improvement across school systems has broadened the ecological 

model to encompass a larger conceptual framework of reform in early childhood 

education transition. Drawing upon the expanded paradigm, this study places itself deep 

within the notions of pedagogical and programmatic alignment which support the work of 

Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta (2000) as a framework. Their Ecological and Dynamic Model 

of Transition emphasizes the relationships that surround a child over time during the 

kindergarten transition: 

This model posits that the transition to school takes place in an environment 

defined by many changing interactions among child, school, classroom, family, 

and community factors. Child characteristics and contexts interact through a 

transactional process. These interactions, over time, form patterns and 

relationships that can be described not only as influences on children’s 

development, but also outcomes of their own right (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 

2000, p. 499). 

This conceptual framework introduced the importance of relationships over time between 

children and adults, the family and school staff, and the school staff themselves, as a 

perspective through which the transition into kindergarten for students with disabilities 

can be examined. This study’s methodology including the data collection tools, data 

analysis, and eventual description of the findings are tied together by the theory that 

ecological systems play a direct role on a child’s development and that examination of 
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the individuals and systems that surround the child can improve the overall understanding 

of the factors that lead to successful transition into kindergarten for children with 

disabilities. 

Summary of Methodology 

The researcher uses case study methodology to support the creation of rich descriptions 

(Merriam, 1998) of contemporary kindergarten transition practices and the relationships 

that develop during the process (Yin, 2003) within two distinct models of kindergarten in 

a single school district. The study is a multiple-case design describing the receiving 

special education teacher’s perspective of the transition process for students with 

identified disabilities who enter two different models of kindergarten. The Early 

Childhood Model provides special education and related services through a regional early 

childhood center. The Traditional Model provides special education and related services 

through elementary school staff. The study is not a cross-case comparison of the two 

models. Rather, it provides hearty and robust descriptions of the contexts in which 

students with disabilities transition into kindergarten within the selected district. The 

sample was selected from a public school system in a large and diverse county in 

Maryland. Receiving special education kindergarten teachers from approximately 40 

schools were invited to participate in an online questionnaire and case study interviews. 

The projected sample size for the case study interviews was 10 receiving kindergarten 

special education teachers. Because of factors such as perceived increases in teacher 

workloads, time constraints based on other professional commitments, and outside 

factors, the recruitment of 10 teachers was not possible. Seven teachers participated in the 

final case study interviews: four teachers from the Early Childhood Model, two teachers 
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from the Traditional Model, and one elementary school staff member who worked in both 

the early childhood center and the elementary school. This sample size was large enough 

to ensure information and theoretical saturation (Onswuegbuzie & Leech, 2005) but small 

enough to ensure a rich descriptive analysis. 

Data were collected in three stages. In the first stage, a questionnaire developed in 

SurveyMonkey and titled “Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to 

Kindergarten” (see Appendix B1) was forwarded via email to all kindergarten special 

education teachers in the school system. The second stage involved a voluntary two-part, 

75-minute, semi-structured interview (see Appendix A-A3). During the first part, the 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher created an ecomap of a specific child’s 

transition process (see Appendixes A, A1, and A2). During the second part, the teachers 

answered semi-structured questions regarding the kindergarten transition process as a 

whole within the school system and as it pertained to the individual child’s experience 

(see Appendix A3). In the third stage, a 15-minute, follow-up, telephone interview (see 

Appendix C) was used as a member check to improve the trustworthiness of the study 

findings.   

The questionnaire was used to gather broad contextual information about current 

transition practices within the selected county-wide school system. Because transition 

processes differ for each individual student, some questionnaire items targeted the student 

level. Each teacher surveyed was asked to choose one student who most typified the 

overall kindergarten transition process that he/she use. No identifiable student 

information was requested or provided. The school system’s department of special 

education emailed a link to the online questionnaire to all kindergarten special education 
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teachers, who upon completion were asked to volunteer for the case study interviews. 

Follow-up contact was made with those teachers who volunteered to sit for these 

interviews. 

The data for individual cases were collected during two-part, 75-minute, semi-

structured interviews (see Appendix A-A3). Because interviews took place within a set 

time limit and participants were expected to provide specific information about their 

experiences, an interview protocol (see Appendix A-A3) was developed (Yin, 2003). 

During the first part of the interview, the researcher and teacher created an ecomap (see 

Appendixes A1 and A2), which depicted the ecological system of relationships that 

surrounded the individual student during the kindergarten transition. Pseudonyms were 

used in an effort to retain student confidentiality. The ecomaps were then analyzed using 

Hartman’s (1995) suggestions for identifying the nature of relationships based on the 

connective lines used, where a solid line represents an important or strong relationship, a 

dotted line a tenuous or developing relationship, and a jagged line a stressful or conflicted 

relationship. Arrows were inserted along lines to show the flow of communication among 

individuals on the ecomaps.  

The second portion of the interview gathered in-depth information on the 

transition process from the perspective of the receiving special education teacher. 

Participants were asked to provide retrospective information from the full transition 

period starting in February of the previous year (the time of the annual transition training 

meeting) through the fall of the kindergarten year. Participants were invited to further 

elaborate on the information depicted on the ecomap. The interviews were taped and 

transcribed verbatim by a paid professional. The interview data were analyzed using the 
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constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser, 1965) of coding to 

organize emerging themes. Four distinct phases of coding occurred: comparing incidents 

and information applicable to each emerging category, integrating categories from 

various data sources, delimiting the theory from the identified themes, and finally writing 

the deduction (Glaser, 1965). Emergent themes describe transition strategies used within 

each of the kindergarten models and the broader context of the district as a whole, how 

communication contributed to the growth of relationships during transition, and how 

relationships developed between stakeholders during the transition process. 

In order to improve construct validity a member check took place during a brief, 

follow-up telephone interview. Participants were provided with the opportunity to review 

the existing ecomap, which was scanned and emailed to the participant earlier, and to 

make additions, deletions, or changes. Also during the interview, the researcher shared 

her initial impression of emerging themes. The telephone interviews were not recorded; 

however, running notes were taken. 

The information gathered through these modes of inquiry is descriptive in nature 

and allows for an in-depth examination of the topic. Specifically, the questionnaire 

provides broad information about the contribution of transition strategies throughout the 

county-wide school system. The ecomap provides a visual depiction of both the 

communication lines and the relationships that develop among school personnel and 

families. The interview data capture the special education kindergarten teacher’s 

perceptions of the transition process in general and for individual students with 

disabilities entering kindergarten. Finally, the information from the follow-up telephone 

interview serves to clarify the initial data analysis.  
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Limitations and Delimitation 

Limitations  

There are several limitations to the study. First, demographic information was not used to 

select participants.  However, some limited demographic information was collected 

during the interview process. Data related to years of teaching experience, level of 

education, gender, or areas of certification is not considered in the analysis. No direct 

comparisons were made through the use of demographic information of the teachers 

interviewed. Second, because of the small sample size, no comparisons can be made 

between students’ transition experiences based on special education disability category, 

IEP requirements, race or ethnicity, socioeconomic makeup, or other demographic 

information. Because the participants were purposefully selected from within a single-

county school district, the findings may have limited applicability to other school 

districts. However, the information gained from this study should be used to guide future 

studies of student transition.  

Delimitations  

The sample population is delimited to receiving kindergarten special education teachers 

because of their unique role within the transition process. Their experiences and 

perceptions cannot be generalized to other individuals involved in the kindergarten 

transition process. The kindergarten special education teacher’s perspective, as the key 

informant, improves understanding of the relationships formed during the transition 

process for families, practitioners, administrators, and policy makers. Additional 

delimitations are that the receiving special education kindergarten teacher expected to 
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complete that school year and that all selected students must have received county special 

education services in the previous year.  

Definition of Terms 

Articulation—Systematic coordination of course and/or program content within and 

between educational institutions to facilitate the continuous and efficient progress of 

students from grade to grade, school to school, and from school to the working world 

(retrieved January 27, 2013. from http://www.education.com/definition/articulation-

education/).  

IEP Team—This is the team comprised of the family and professionals who will 

determine which kindergarten programs best suits the individual needs of the child and 

his/her IEP. 

The term “individualized education program team” or “IEP team” means a group 

of individuals composed of— 

(i) the parents of a child with a disability; 

(ii) not less than 1 regular education teacher of such child (if the child is, or may 

be, participating in the regular education environment); 

(iii) not less than 1 special education teacher, or where appropriate, not less than 1 

special education provider of such child; 

(iv) a representative of the local educational agency who— 

(I) is qualified to provide, or supervise the provision of, specially designed 

instruction to meet the unique needs of children with disabilities; 

(II) is knowledgeable about the general education curriculum; and 
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(III) is knowledgeable about the availability of resources of the local educational 

agency; 

(v) an individual who can interpret the instructional implications of evaluation 

results, who may be a member of the team described in clauses (ii) through (vi); 

(vi) at the discretion of the parent or the agency, other individuals who have 

knowledge or special expertise regarding the child, including related services 

personnel as appropriate; and 

(vii) whenever appropriate, the child with a disability (IDEA, 2004). 

Child with a Disability—The student population studied is limited to those students 

entering kindergarten who have an identified disability and have qualified for special 

education services through an IEP.  

In general - The term “child with a disability” means a child— 

(i) with intellectual disability, hearing impairments (including deafness), speech 

or language impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious 

emotional disturbance (referred to in this title as “emotional disturbance”), 

orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, 

or specific learning disabilities; and 

(ii) who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related services 

 (IDEA, 2004). 

Special Education Preschool—This is the setting that each entering kindergartner with an 

identified disability is leaving.  

Children, three through five years of age, who present with mild to moderate 

delays, may receive service through classes in a county preschool program. 
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Specific services and placement are based on IEP goals and accommodations and 

modifications needed for the child to access curriculum. Children, three through 

five years of age, who need a more intensive program of services to meet the IEP 

goals and objectives, receive service through classes specifically designed to meet 

this population’s needs. Referral to these classes is considered for children who 

present with moderate to severe delays in cognition, communication, social 

interaction, and behavior. Specific services and placement are based on IEP goals 

and accommodations and modifications needed for the child to access curriculum. 

Services are provided through geographically designated county preschool centers 

(County school system Office of Early Intervention) 

Kindergarten Transition—The authors of the theoretical frame that drives this study, the 

“Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition, defines the transition to school in terms of 

the dynamic qualities of the transition ecology, that is, the interconnectedness of 

relationships among child characteristics; peer, family, school, and neighborhood 

context—and how these connections develop and change over time” (Rimm-Kaufman & 

Pianta, 2000, p. 501).  
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

There is a steadily increasing focus on early childhood policies and practice in the United 

States (Haskins & Barnett, 2010; Kagan & Neuman, 1998; Kagan & Tarrant, 2010; 

Rosenkoetter et al., 2001; Shotts et al., 1994; Winter & Kelley, 2007). In the 2013 State 

of the Union address, President Obama brought high quality early childhood education to 

the attention of the nation when he called for universal preschool for all children (White 

House Office of the Press Secretary, 2013).  The President’s “Preschool for All” plan 

acknowledges the social and academic benefits of high quality early childhood education 

and proposes a state and federal partnership to further access to preschool for all low to 

moderate income children across the country (White House Office of the Press Secretary, 

Fact Sheet, 2013). As American society becomes more culturally and socioeconomically 

diverse, the complex issues facing young children and their families will continue to 

grow (Haskins & Sawhill, 2009; Hernandez et al., 2009). Under current systems of 

accountability, as well as new reform initiatives, schools are increasingly held 

responsible for the outcomes of each child. Such focused accountability contributes to 

increased expectations that children enter kindergarten prepared for learning and 

equipped to meet the new demands of school readiness. The heightened attention to 

federally driven and state negotiated requirements for student outcomes, previously 

known as Annual Yearly Progress (AYP), and recent efforts to reform accountability 

systems through No Child Left Behind (NCLB) waivers, federal funding for Race-To-

The-Top (RTTT), and expanding preschool systems are focusing attention on 
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kindergarten entry and outcomes as they relate to sustained improvement for students into 

the early elementary years.  

Given the clear relationship between improved student outcomes and quality 

preschool programming, schools must now focus on understanding the supports required 

to successfully transition an increasingly diverse high-needs population through the doors 

of today’s kindergarten while ensuring sustained benefits. The ultimate goal is not only to 

solidify the gains made in the preschool environment but also to use the kindergarten 

transition period as a time to facilitate additional gains for all children, which will be 

sustained through the elementary years. The question remains, how do we get there? 

The literature search for this study includes published articles, books, 

dissertations, conference papers, and public policies. The researcher conducted searches 

of the following keywords (individually or in various combinations) on Eric, Ebsco, 

PsychInfo, ProQuest, Academic Search Primer, Dissertation and Thesis Online, and 

Google search engine: kindergarten, transition, young, children, students, families, 

parents, disabilities, special education, special needs, teachers, case manager, special 

educator, policy, Head Start, IDEA, NCLB, IEP, RTT-ELC, RTTT, Preschool for All, 

Common Core, Early Intervention, readiness, school, preschool, pre-k, state, federal, 

ecomaps, ecomapping, case study, outcomes, social, academic, cognitive, ECLS-K, 

PEELS, Perry, project, program, ecological, and longitudinal. The search captured 

research spanning the past 4 decades but focused on research that has been published 

within the past 15 years. The majority of the literature reviewed was published in peer-

reviewed periodicals. Reference lists and bibliographies contributed to a deep, well-

rounded review of relevant research and the unearthing of seminal publications.  
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 The remainder of this chapter includes (a) a historical overview of early childhood 

related policy  (b) a brief summary of economic impact of high quality early childhood 

education (c) a critical review and synthesis of kindergarten transition research, (d) an 

explanation of the conceptual framework, and (e) a summary of research gaps and 

implication for the study. 

Historical Policy 

Historically, the impetus behind early childhood research and practice came from 

President Lyndon Johnson’s creation of Head Start within the Economic Opportunity Act 

of 1964 (Pub. L. No. 88-452) to provide intensive early education and support for 

families and children from impoverished backgrounds who were considered at risk for 

failure (Kagan, 2002; Zigler & Stytco, 2000). Since that time, Head Start has provided 

education to nearly 1 million children a year. Although outcomes may vary between 

program providers, the data indicate that by spring of their kindergarten year Head Start 

graduates have met national norms for the same aged peers in reading and writing and are 

not far behind in the areas of math and science (National Head Start Association, 2010).  

In 1965, less than 1 year after the initiation of Head Start, Congress doubled the 

U.S. Office of Education appropriations with the initial passing of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Soon after, an amendment to ESEA created the 

Bureau of Education for the Handicapped, which led to federal funding for demonstration 

projects focused on the early education of children with disabilities (Gallagher, 2000). 

Programs like the Handicapped Children’s Early Education Program (Gallagher, 2000; 

Stock et al., 1976) allowed researchers to collect valuable data on this special population 

of young children. This information led to increased technical assistance, facilitating the 
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design of high-quality early education that could be replicated and accessed by young 

children with disabilities for the first time. Perhaps most crucial to the education of 

students with disabilities was the 1975 passage of the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act (Pub. L. No. 94-142), which mandated that all children ages 3-21 have 

access to a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) (Gallagher, 2000). This 

legislation enforced continued focus on developing quality education programs for 

students with disabilities, although it did not specifically address the population of 

students with disabilities under age 5. It was not until the mid-1980s that early 

intervention services for children under age 3 became a part of policy discussions. During 

the 1986 reauthorization of what is now the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA), early intervention services for children ages birth to 3 years, along with 

preschool special education were established (Pub. L. No. 99-457). As programs 

developed, the need for transition between early intervention and preschool programs 

became evident. The 1991 reauthorization of IDEA mandated transition timelines for 

children at age 3 who transition from Part C early intervention to preschool through Part 

B of IDEA (Rosenkoetter et al., 2001). The 1997 reauthorization made changes to further 

promote the theory of “seamless” transitions, including a requirement that a 

representative of Part B school staff attend the transition meeting for a student leaving 

early intervention services (Rosenkoetter et al., 2001).  

It was President H. W. Bush’s Goals 2000 that moved the concept of school 

readiness to the forefront of early education. Building on the results of the demonstration 

projects on early childhood education (Stock et al., 1976) and Head Start (Kagan, 2002; 

Zigler & Stytco, 2003), the nation began to seriously examine young children and the 
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impact of early intervention and supports on long-term outcomes (Campbell, Ramey, 

Pungello, Sparling, & Miller-Johnson, 2002; Rosenkoetter et al., 2001; Winter & Kelley, 

2008). Projects like the Perry Preschool Project and the Abecedarian Project (Campbell et 

al., 2002; Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikhart, 1993) took a longitudinal look at intensive 

early education efforts and found that, although there were lasting positive impacts on 

children receiving high-quality early childcare, evidence indicated academic and 

cognitive improvements began to fade during early school years (Campbell et al., 2002; 

Turner, Ritter, Robertson, & Featherstone, 2006). This led researchers and policy makers 

to further examine the supports that transition children from preschool programs to 

formal education. 

 During the 1990s a series of studies regarding kindergarten transition helped to 

highlight the importance of a successful transition into formal school years (Early, Pianta, 

Taylor, & Cox, 2001; Hausken & Rathbun, 2002; Pianta, Cox, Taylor, & Early, 1999; 

Rice & O’Brien, 1990; Shotts et al., 1994). Data from these studies indicated that 

transition practices were developing across many local systems. Shotts et al. (1994) 

reported that, at that time, approximately three fifths of the states had a draft policy for 

transition at age 5 or 6 and that considerably more efforts were being made at the local 

level to develop transition activities for families and children entering kindergarten.  

 In January of 2001 President George W. Bush signed No Child Left Behind into 

law (US Department of Education fact sheet, 2001). Stipek (2006) reported that the 

measures put into place through NCLB placed new pressures on preschool teachers to 

introduce academic skills early in the hopes of reducing the achievement gap and 

improving academic performance on elementary accountability assessments. Although 
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NCLB did not directly address early childhood education its effects were being felt in 

early learning environments throughout the country (Stipek, 2006). 

 President Obama’s administration, in cooperation with the Department of 

Education and Health and Human Services, did address high quality early childhood 

education directly in the 2009 Race-to-the-Top Early Learning Challenge (RTT ELC) 

(Department of Education RTT-ELC Fact Sheet, 2009). The RTT-ELC is a state grant 

competition to improve early learning programs through aligned standards, quality rating 

systems, improved professional development, curriculum and assessments which will 

address the needs of young children from low income families (Department of Education 

RTT-ELC Fact sheet, 2009). Round two of the RTT-ELC grant funding was released in 

2012 and as of that time 14 states were awarded funds through RTT-ELC (Department of 

Education RTT-ELC Awards, 2012). The Obama administration furthered their 

commitment to high quality early learning with the 2013 announcement of the “Preschool 

for All” plan (White House Office of the Press Secretary, Plan for Early Education for 

All American’s Fact Sheet, 2013).  The budget plan allocates $75 billion over the next 

decade to fund preschool for children from moderate to low income families by 

employing a $0.94 tobacco tax (Waldron, 2013).The plan calls for a partnership with 

states to expand preschool opportunities for all children living at or below 200% of 

poverty. It also allows states to apply additional funds, after the development of 

preschool programs, to expanded full-day kindergarten access (White House Office of the 

Press Secretary Plan for Early Education for All American’s Fact Sheet, 2013). The fact 

is that although The National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) reported 

there was an “unprecedented drop of  $500 million nationwide” in state funding for 
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preschool in 2012 (Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, & Squires, 2012) the Obama 

administration’s commitment to preschool funding will mean a dramatic increase in 

children attending preschool and facing the transition from preschool into kindergarten.  

Economic implications 

Across the country, the number of state-run preschool initiatives has doubled in the past 8 

years (Ackerman & Coley, 2012). At the time of this study, there are approximately 54 

preschool initiatives operating in 40 states and providing services to more than 1 million 

children (Ackerman & Coley, 2012). In 2011 and 2012 28% of four year olds attended 

preschool (Barnett et al., 2012). The State of Preschool 2012 report acknowledged for the 

first time in a decade, state funding for preschool dropped in 2012 (Barnett et al., 2012). 

This drop was likely due to residual effects of the recession. But, growth in such early 

learning programs is expected with federal investments such as the $75 billion allocated 

for universal preschool and  $500 million earmarked by RTT-ELC. These policy efforts 

coincide with new research related to preschool student outcomes. In February 2011, 

after analyzing comprehensive longitudinal state data, Peabody Research Institute 

released a statement that Tennessee Pre-K students experienced an 82% gain in early 

literacy and math skills compared to their peers (Moran, 2011). These dramatic 

improvements support prior data showing growth in early academics for students 

attending quality preschool programs across multiple states (Bartnett, Lamy, & Jung, 

2005).  

With this emphasis on student outcomes in early childhood comes the realization 

that investment in early learning is critical to later success, as acknowledged by Bartik 

(2011) in an economic study of long-term fiscal investment in state-funded preschool 
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programs. Even when adjusting for the additional costs associated with special education-

related services, Bartik (2011) found a return of net total costs within 19 years of the 

initial investment in universal preschool programs at the state level. When preschool 

programs are coupled with parent-focused supports such as job training, return on 

investment can occur even more quickly (Bartik, 2011). Dickens and Baschnagel (2009) 

used analyses of prior longitudinal preschool studies such as the Abecedarian and Perry 

Preschool Projects to support the theory that governments would have revenue over a 

period of 75 years when offering universal preschool. James Heckman, 2000 Nobel Peace 

prize winning economist, also found significant cost-benefit in his study of the Perry 

Preschool Project (Heckman, Moon, Pinto, Savelyev, & Yavitz, 2011). “…these 

estimates, if compounded and reinvested annually over a 65 year life, imply that each 

dollar invested at age 4 yields a return of 60-300 dollars by age 65.” (Heckman et al., 

2011 pg. 3) In other words, Heckman et al. (2011) found that for every dollar invested 

there would be a 7-12 dollar return to society. Brock and Miller (2011) reported similar 

findings in a study of Chicago’s high quality preschool programs where they reported a 

cost-benefit ratio of 4-11 dollars for every dollar spent. There is little debate about the 

fiscal benefits of investment in preschool education for our early learners; the concern, 

however, centers on policy makers’ patience when waiting for that return (Bartik, 2011) 

and belief in the long-term benefit for the country as a whole.  

Kindergarten Transition  

Key Large-Scale Studies 

There have been a number of large-scale studies of young children’s school readiness, 

transition experiences, and social/academic outcomes. Two of these studies make up the 
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empirical backbone for most of the current literature regarding general kindergarten 

transition practices. The first is Pianta et al.’s 1999 use of the National Center for Early 

Development and Learning (NCEDL) Transition Practices Survey. This sample included 

3,595 kindergarten teachers from throughout the United States. The second is the Early 

Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K), which constitutes the 

best snapshot of student readiness from a national sample to date. The ECLS-K study 

followed about 22,000 students from across the country as they transitioned into formal 

schooling during the 1998-1999 school year (Hausken & Rathbun, 2002; Shulting et al., 

2005; West, Denton, & Reany, 2000).  

Pianta et al. (1999) completed the most recent large-scale study specifically 

examining general kindergarten teacher’s transition practices. This study was modeled 

after the earlier National Transition Study (1988), which reported on the strategies used at 

that time by public schools to enhance the transition of students from preschool into 

kindergarten (Love, 1992). In the NCEDL Transition Practices Survey teachers were 

asked if they engaged in 21 different transition practices.  

Most commonly used practices occurred after school had started and included 

talking with the parents, sending a letter home, holding an open house, and 

sending a flyer 

home. In contrast, the least used practices either involved personal contact or 

occurred before school started: a home visit before (or after) the start of school, 

calling the child before (or after) school started, or visiting preschools were 

practiced by between 5% and 17% of the kindergarten teachers. (Pianta et al., 

1999, p. 77). 
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The Pianta et al. data on transition practices in place for low-income families aligned 

with those of one later study by Hauskens & Rathbun, 2002;  and an earlier study by 

Love et al., (1992). In both studies data showed that the most disadvantaged groups had 

access to only the least intensive transition practices. This is unfortunate, because 

Shulting, Malone, and Dodge (2005) found that academic improvements are most marked 

for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who engage in thorough transition 

activities and that a positive correlation exists between the number of strategies used 

during the transition and improved outcomes for the child. Pianta et al. (1999), however, 

noted that home visits, although infrequent, either before or after the start of school were 

more likely to occur in settings with a higher percentage of minority students.  

Of significant importance in the NCEDL Transition Practices Survey data 

analysis are findings about barriers to effective use of transition practices reported by 

teachers, the largest being “class lists generated too late.” Early et al. (2001) reported that 

on average kindergarten teachers received their class lists only 15.4 days before school 

started. Other barriers reported by more than 35% of teachers included lack of summer 

compensation or salary, no transition plan available in the district, too much time 

involved, funds not available, parents not interested, and hard to reach parents (Pianta et 

al., 1999). Socioeconomic background was considered a risk factor in this investigation, 

but disability was not.  

 The data collected through the NCEDL Transition Practices Survey (1999) have 

been used in subsequent studies. Early et al. (2001) examined how teachers’ experience 

and training impact their use of transition practices.  Data from their study, support Pianta 

et al.’s 2009 findings that the most common types of transition practices occur after 
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school has started and that practices involving previous preschool staff and direct 

involvement of the child or family are rare. The study indicated no relation to years of 

experience and transition practices used. Education was also unrelated to the transition 

processes used by teachers. However, Early et al. reported that there was a slight increase 

in the number of transition practices used when teachers were certified in primary 

education, which is important in light of Shulting et al.’s 2005 finding that more 

transition strategies translate to better student outcomes. Early et al. found the most 

striking difference in the use of transition practices between teachers who had transition 

training and those who did not, the former being significantly more likely to use them. 

This is an important consideration for state and local systems as they reform transition 

policies and professional development related to kindergarten entrance. 

The ECLS- K cohort was followed in a longitudinal study of students from 

kindergarten through fifth grade. The majority of research coming out of ECLS-K is 

related to academic achievement and not directly to the process as the cohort transitioned 

into kindergarten. Four key studies fall under the auspices of transition using the ECLS-K 

data.   First, Hausken and Rathbun (2002) used parent-reported adjustment behaviors to 

examine behavioral measures to determine risk factors for failure to adjust to 

kindergarten. They found that the majority of first-time kindergarteners adjusted to 

kindergarten within the first 2 months without major difficulties. Their investigation 

identified three risk factors associated with adjustment including being male, having a 

disability, or coming from a lower socioeconomic background. Additionally, after 

controlling for other variables, they found that students attending full-day kindergarten 

and those in classes of 25 or more students had increased adjustment challenges. Best 
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practices in kindergarten call for full-day programs, so these findings are important to 

consider when identifying solid transition practices.  

In 2004 Germino-Hausken, along with Waltson and Rathbun, completed another 

study using the ECLS-K data. This study reviewed the demographic profiles of the 

teachers of the kindergarten the cohort. The majority of kindergarten teachers were white 

females. The kindergarten teachers had on average 8.5 years of experience, which 

dropped to 6.8 years in classrooms with more than 75% minority students. Kindergarten 

teachers in high-poverty schools, where more than 50% of the student body was eligible 

for Free and Reduced Meals (FARMs), were 7% more likely to have less than 3 years’ 

experience than those not in a high-poverty school. This is good descriptive information, 

but it has little to do with the kindergarten transition process, considering Early et al.’s 

2001 findings of no statistical significance related to years of experience and transition 

practices. Furthermore, Early et la. (2001) found no statistical difference in certification 

or education background. Certification varied somewhat by school characteristics, but 

overall 95% of teachers held some type of early childhood or elementary teaching 

certificate. At the time of the study (1998-1999 school year) 61% of the teachers taught in 

full-day kindergarten programs. Considering Hausken & Rathbun’s earlier finding (2002) 

that children have more difficulty adjusting to full-day programs, this statistic further 

highlights the need for best practices to be in place for transition. There was no 

information specific to special education teachers as a subset within the study Early et al. 

(2001). This is limiting considering that the disability population was found specifically 

to be at risk in Hausken et al.’s (2002) prior study of the K-Cohort.  
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In a third related study, Nelson (2004) focused the lens on the ECLS-K data by 

examining only the fall Teacher Questionnaire on transition practices. His findings 

further substantiated the notion that the most frequently used practices were the least 

individualized and family centered. He reported that 80% of all teachers sent home some 

type of information to families, but less than 5% went on home visits. Once again, not 

having access to family information during the summer was listed as a significant barrier. 

Visitations were also impractical for teachers with many students. Unlike Early et al. 

(2001), however, Nelson found a statistical difference in the use of transition practices 

between novice and experienced teachers. Veteran teachers reported more frequent 

invitations for class visits and a variety of “other” activities. Nelson confirmed Early et 

al.’s finding that transition practice increased relative to transition training. He reported a 

significant relationship between training in transition and primary education and the 

development of a more comprehensive kindergarten orientation program, which 

underscores the importance of comprehensive training opportunities for kindergarten 

teachers.  

Finally, a pivotal study to come out of the ECLS-K data was conducted by 

Shulting et al. (2005). This study is the only one uncovered in this literature review that 

directly links student outcomes to transition practices. It offers the first glimpse into 

empirically based support of current transition policies and practices pertaining to 

improved academic outcomes. Moderate positive effects were found on academic 

outcomes based on transition practices used. The practice with the most impact was 

parent and student classroom visitation. However, socioeconomic status was an important 

mitigating factor. Achievement outcomes for children of average to low socioeconomic 
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backgrounds improved when they engaged in kindergarten transition activities. Students 

from affluent backgrounds experienced no significant improvement in academic outcome 

when engaged in transition activities. Shulting et al. (2005) also found that schools in 

low-income neighborhoods were the least likely to use the very transition practices that 

their student population most benefited from. Although Shulting et al. (2005) examined 

transition practices for students considered to be at risk based on socioeconomic status, 

they did not consider students with disabilities as a subset or individual population for 

study.  

Studies on a Smaller Scale 

Outside of the larger studies, various state, local, and community groups have been 

working hard to identify best practice and application of transition activities to reach 

families and children. The state of Indiana moved quickly into improving transitions for 

young children when it was selected as one of six states to pilot the Ready Schools 

Initiative (2004). Funding was made available to create a grassroots-like movement 

generating kindergarten transition policy development at the local level with time built in 

to share practices and initiatives across localities (Clark & Zigmunt-Fillwalk, 2008). 

From this effort, grew six decisive actions for districts to work on: completing ready 

schools assessments, aligning curriculum, increasing time for communication between 

preschool and elementary staff, connecting with families prior to the start of school, and 

actively involving the community for help in distributing information (Clark & Zigmunt-

Fillwalk, 2008). One local system created its own transition process called Bridging for 

Effective School Transition (BEST), in response to the Indiana Ready Schools initiative 

(Lui, 2008). One recommendation coming from BEST is that systems create a transition 
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planning team consisting of staff from preschools and elementary schools, parents, care 

givers, and community members in order to refine the transition process at the local level.  

Another study outlined a summer school intervention program birthed from Title I 

initiatives for improved kindergarten transitions (Dail & McGee, 2008). This summer 

school paired preschool and kindergarten teachers in a co-teaching model for rising 

kindergarteners. The shared summer school experience “promoted continuity” in 

instruction, improved children’s achievement, and increased parental involvement (Dail 

& McGee, 2008). In another study, LaParo, Kraft-Sayre, and Pianta (2003) developed a 

comprehensive transition program by hiring “family workers” to facilitate all phases of 

the transition process from preschool entrance through kindergarten. This study took a 

unique look at how teachers and parents would participate if barriers to the process were 

reduced. The study included more than 100 children from two preschool programs. 

Approximately 70% students were minority and 30% were Caucasian. Almost 50% of 

families reported involvement in all transition activities. The transition activity most used 

by families was visitation of the preschooler to the kindergarten classroom. The transition 

activity least used by families was attendance at the kindergarten orientation; only one-

third of families attended. This is valuable information for further study, considering the 

student population, because schools often rely on kindergarten orientation as an 

introductory meeting point for families and staff. An earlier program to improve 

transition in San Francisco provides a good example of reliance on orientation-like 

activities (Meier & Schafran, 1999). The program focused on increasing understanding of 

kindergarten through the kindergarten registration drive, a series of parent information 

nights in the spring, and the opportunity for kindergarten school visits throughout the 
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year prior to entrance. Based on LaParo et al.’s 2003 study, the kindergarten visits 

strengthened San Francisco’s plan because administrators made an effort to have students 

visit the class that was identified as most likely to be their room for the following year 

(Meier & Schafran, 1999). These three studies offer a brief glimpse into the multiple state 

and local efforts to improve the kindergarten transition process.  

Families 

Much of the existing data on school adjustment are derived from parent reporting. The 

importance of families as linchpins in the transition process is not to be underestimated. 

Early childhood teachers hold the belief that parents play a particularly large role in 

providing early learning experiences and are central to preparing children for the 

transition into kindergarten (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2008). Despite this belief there is a 

lack of empirical research on family involvement in and perceptions of the process 

(Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 1999; Pianta, R. C., Kraft-Sayre,M., Pianta, R. C., et al.,  2001).  

Pianta et al. 2001 reported on an intervention program designed to improve 

collaboration between sending preschool staff, receiving elementary school staff, and the 

family prior to the transition into kindergarten. University researchers, preschool and 

elementary school staff, and 110 families participated in the intervention program. 

Children were purposefully grouped into classes based on where they were expected to 

attend kindergarten to aid in the development of relationships between peers and families. 

Four of the preschool programs were housed within the children’s base school, which 

gave parents the advantage of knowing the school prior to kindergarten entrance (Pianta 

et al., 2001). Family workers were assigned to facilitate the transition. The study focused 

on the parents’ perceived level of support through the fall, winter, and spring of the final 
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preschool year. Positive relationships were found, with both parents and preschool 

teachers finding mutual value in each other as participants. Parents also reported an 

increase in the importance of the preschool staff’s role as transition neared (Pianta et al., 

2001). That the intervention helped to foster the sense of mutual value between parents 

and educators is very valuable in light of the importance of relationship building between 

key stakeholders in the kindergarten transition process.  

To more closely examine parents’ perceptions of their needs during the 

kindergarten transition, McIntyre, Eckert, Fiese, DiGennaro, and Wildenger (2007) 

surveyed 132 parents of children entering kindergarten. About half of the respondents 

reported having at least one annual meeting with preschool staff, but only one quarter 

described that meeting as a transition meeting. The majority of parents wanted to receive 

more clearly defined academic expectations from kindergarten teachers. Three quarters 

wished that they had more information about who would be their child’s kindergarten 

teachers. McIntyre, Eckert, Fiese, DiGennaro, and Wildenger (2007) reported parents’ 

top five concerns for their child’s transition to be getting familiar with a new school, 

compliance with rules, behavior problems, academic skills, and getting along with peers. 

They also found that parents from low socioeconomic backgrounds reported the least 

involvement in their child’s transition.  

McIntyre et al.’s findings are similar to those from other studies, which indicated 

that transition activities were less likely to be available to parents from low 

socioeconomic background (Nelson, 2004; Pianta et al., 1999). In the Pianta et al. (1999) 

study, however, all children were given access to the same transition intervention but 

parents with disadvantaged backgrounds still did not participate at the same rates as did 
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those with higher socioeconomic backgrounds. The barriers to involvement for this 

population remain unclear.  

In 2010, McIntyre, Eckert, Fiese, Reed, and Wildenger returned to the 2007 data 

set to compare the levels of concern of parents of general education students and parents 

of students with disabilities. Regardless of the type of preschool program attended or 

sociodemographic characteristics, parents of children with disabilities had significantly 

more concerns about transitioning to kindergarten. Although 13.9% of parents of general 

education students had concerns about their child following directions and making his/her 

needs known, close to 50% of parents of children with special needs had this concern 

(McIntyre et al., 2010). In terms of academic and school learning behaviors, similar 

differences held true. Less than 20% of parents of general education students but more 

than 40% of parents of students with disabilities shared concerns about academics and 

behavior.  

Limited research has been done to compare general education and special 

education parent experiences. But, what research is available clearly indicates not only 

that students with special needs are at increased risk during this transition (Shulting et al., 

2005), but also that the parents of children facing the additional challenges that 

accompany disability share a deeper anxiety over the kindergarten transition process 

(McIntyre et al., 2010). In another study exploring the unique issues faced by parents of 

children with disabilities, Quintero and McIntyre (2011) investigated the transition 

process for 95 students with identified diabilities. They relied on data collected from 

caregivers and special education teachers in the spring and fall of the kindergarten 

transition period. Although the reporting was aimed at comparing the transition 
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experience for students with an autism spectrum disorder to students with a 

developmental disability, important general information about families of children with 

disabilities was gleaned. Parents of students with special needs, regardless of the primary 

disability, reported that preschool teachers engaged in more preparatory transition 

activities than their kindergarten counterparts. Preschool teachers reported a lack of 

collaboration between preschool and kindergarten staff during the transition process. 

Additionally, both parents and preschool teachers involved in this study indicated the 

desire to have more involvement and opportunities to collaborate with the kindergarten 

staff before the start of the kindergarten year (Quintero & McIntyre, 2011). These studies 

point to the dramatic need for reforms specifically designed to include families 

throughout the kindergarten transition process with an emphasis on collaboration across 

programs.  

Kindergarten transition process for children with disabilities 

The paucity of research related to kindergarten transition practices used specifically for 

students with disabilities was noted in 1991 by Fowler, Schwartz, & Atwater, later 

LaParo, Pianta, & Cox (2000) used data from the 1999 NCEDL Transition Practices 

Survey to look specifically at transition practices being used by general education 

teachers who had at least one student with special needs transitioning into their 

kindergarten classrooms. This study uncovered a significant positive relationship between 

the use of individualized transition practices before school started and involvement in 

meetings to coordinate personnel working with the identified child. The most frequently 

reported practices for special need students only were reading written records and 

contacting the sending preschool staff. Yet, overall the majority of transition activities 
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engaged in by students with disabilities were the same as those of their typical peers 

(LaParo et al., 2000). This study related only to the general education teacher’s 

experiences.  

In the 2003-2004 school year researchers began a comprehensive look at 

transition practices reported by special education teachers through the Pre-Elementary 

Education Longitudinal Study (PEELS). PEELS is a longitudinal study of 3,104 children 

with disabilities who were between the ages of 3 and 5 at the inception of the study.  

Using these data, Carlson et al. (2009) found that special education teachers used 

significantly more transition strategies than did their general education counterparts. 

Hausken and Rathbun (2002) identified students with disabilities as a high-needs 

kindergarten population, so it stands to reason that this pattern of additional transition 

strategies that Carlson et al. (2009) reported should produce benefits. Shulting et al. 

(2005) concluded that the number of transition strategies used directly related to 

improved student outcomes, which also lends credence to this idea. The most frequently 

used transition practices reported by Carlson et al. (2009) included: receiving previous 

records, encouraging parents to meet new staff, receiving information from the sending 

school, inviting families to visit the new school setting, and providing parents with 

written information. More than 75% of all special education teachers surveyed took part 

in these transition activities (Carlson et al., 2009). Transition activities for students with 

disabilities occurring on a less frequent basis were participating in IEP development, 

meeting with staff from the sending program, calling the child’s parents, and developing 

individual, child-centered, preparatory strategies. These activities occurred only 50-60% 

of the time. Supporting past studies of typical transition practices (Early et al., 2001; 
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Nelson, 2004; Pianta et al., 1999), Carlson et al. (2009) reported the least used transition 

practices by special education teachers to be visiting the child’s previous setting and 

visiting the child’s home. This finding is of some concern, because the literature 

identifies best practice as involving the most personal level of intervention for at risk 

populations. Carlson et al. (2009) found that parent-initiated contact with schools did not 

have a significant impact on the perceived ease of transition, but school-initiated contact 

had a positive impact. A significantly larger number of parents and teachers described the 

transition as “somewhat easy” or “very easy” when the school system initiated contact 

and offered supports through the transition. As school systems develop plans to 

strengthen relationships with families in the early school years, they should consider this 

evidence supporting early and frequent school-initiated contact. 

In 2011 Daley, Munk, and Carlson further examined the PEELS data to determine 

the how frequently kindergartens teachers reported using high and low intensity transition 

practices. They defined high-intensity supports as calling parents prior to the start of 

kindergarten, visiting the student’s home, visiting the student’s previous school setting, 

meeting with staff from the previous school setting, participating in the development of 

the IEP, and developing preparatory strategies. They defined low-intensity supports as 

receiving the student’s records, sending program-provided information, encouraging 

parents to meet with staff, the invited the student and his/her family to visit the 

classroom. In taking this new look at the PEELS data Daley et al. (2011) supported the 

prior research of Carlson et al. (2009), which found that large, high poverty districts 

provide less support during transitions. District poverty was directly related to the use of 

less high-intensity transition practices, while district size impacted the use of both high- 
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and low-intensity supports (Daley et al., 2011). These relationships are critical to 

consider, given RTT-ELC’s focus on improving outcomes for our most high need 

students. Daley at al. (2011) also reported that child and family factors were not directly 

or indirectly associated with the receipt of transition supports, which aligns with Carlson 

et al.’s (2009) findings. Daley et al. (2011) also reported that children transitioning from 

a different school had significantly less supports in place than did those transitioning 

within the same building and called for practitioners to take note of this inequity as new 

reforms get under way.  

Teachers of children with disabilities entering kindergarten serve a crucial role in 

facilitating the transition, including case manager. In this role, the teacher may be 

responsible for contacting the sending school and the family, exchanging records and 

student information, initiating the IEP, coordinating service providers for meetings, and 

co-planning transition activities with general educators and sending staff. A myriad of 

service providers and stakeholders must collaborate during the transition (Stormont et al., 

2005). With this responsibility comes additional stressors and emotional burden, noted by 

Jewett et al.  (1998) in their analysis of journal entries made by four experienced 

preschool and kindergarten special education teachers aiding in the kindergarten 

transition of students with special needs. These teachers reported feeling overwhelmed by 

the responsibilities to understand and comply with laws, prepare children and families for 

the transition, understand the unique needs of the child and family, and serve as the 

liaison for the collaborative process (Jewett et al., 1998). Teachers shared the perception 

that relationship building was critical to successful transitions. One teacher wrote about a 

general educator being left out of a child’s transition process, and although the special 



  

 

41 

 

educator made visitations, met with parents, attended the IEP, and met with related 

service providers the transition did not go smoothly (Jewett et al., 1998). The lesson 

learned is that the receiving special education teacher must facilitate the involvement and 

relationship building of all stakeholders to ensure smooth transitions for this complex 

group of children.  

As stated in the literature, understanding the importance of relationship building 

to the transition process is vital to its success (Rous, Meyers, & Strickland, 2007). In a 

study of focus groups held by the National Early Childhood Transition Center, Rous et al. 

(2007) identified communication and relationship building as two of the most important 

factors in smooth kindergarten transitions. The focus groups reported the impression that 

ambiguous state guidelines left localities to design their own policies. Benefits were 

noted to be derived from written guidelines defining staff roles and responsibilities, 

transition strategy suggestions, information on transition plan writing, and child-specific 

documents such as portfolios. Parents within the focus groups reported that relationships 

between community and agency providers were also important for a smooth transition. 

They voiced frustration that the person attending the transition IEP prior to kindergarten 

was often not the person who later served as the child’s case manager (Rous et al., 2007).  

Even though there is a considerable need for more information on the 

kindergarten transition for students with disabilities, the existing research suggests that 

the process is far more complex for the high-needs student than for the average student. 

The number of service providers involved, the unique needs of the children and families, 

and the quantity of time required for collaboration all point to the need for better 

understanding of the kindergarten transition for children with disabilities.  
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The Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual frame guiding this study is based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological 

model, which posits that the context in which a child develops greatly influences the 

child’s outcomes. The environment and multiple overlapping factors, including family, 

school, and community, all impact an individual’s growth. Ecological theories remove 

the onus from any one context and place a frame around all of the factors that influence 

child development.  

 Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta’s Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition 

(2000) is based on the concept that kindergarten transition be seen as a whole system 

surrounding a child. As part of their theoretical development, Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 

summarize the history of kindergarten transition research in three different models. 

Initially kindergarten transition research, practice, and policy were based on a Child 

Effects Model, in which the child’s characteristics were the primary factors for 

consideration during the transition. The Direct Effects Model considers the child’s 

characteristics and the direct effects of school, community, and family on the child during 

the transition into school. Finally, as the field of school readiness and early transition 

grew, the Indirect Effect Model emerged. This model incorporates the concept of 

transactional process, that is, two-way interactions between the child and his/her social 

contexts impact student outcome and transition quality. Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 

(2000) introduced an additional layer of social interaction in the Ecological and Dynamic 

Model of Transition, which “acknowledges the combined influences of child, direct, 

indirect, and dynamic effect of the context on the model is its emphasis on the 

development of relationships over time” (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000, p. 499). 
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The Ecological and Dynamic Model views the relationships of all individuals 

involved in the child’s transition over time as factors either easing the transition or 

creating greater risk. For example, research found that the strength of the relationship 

between a student and his/her teacher impacts the child’s social and academic outcomes, 

as explained with the Indirect Effects Model (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). The Ecological 

and Dynamic Model assumes that teacher and parent relationships over time can have an 

equal impact on child outcomes. For children with disabilities, who have multiple service 

providers, the strength of the relationships among service providers also may have a 

direct impact on the child’s transition. If relationships are weak among staff members and 

communication is poor, then the quality of service and instruction may be affected and 

the child placed at greater risk. The Ecological and Dynamic Model introduces the 

importance of these relationships over time. Kindergarten can be parents’ first experience 

with formal schooling outside of their own school experiences. Parents of children with 

special needs who have attended preschool may have preconceived expectations based on 

past experiences or relationships developed with preschool staff. For these parents the 

transition process is frequently filled with anxiety about the unique needs of their child 

and the changes associated with starting a new educational stage. Under the Ecological 

and Dynamic Model, if strong relationships with the receiving school staff are not forged, 

then future relationships with building staff, including administrators, teachers, and 

service providers, will all be impacted. When strong relationships are formed the 

converse will be true. The proposed end result is that these relationships over time have 

either a positive or negative relationship to the child’s social and academic success.  
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Figure 1. The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition. Recreation (with permission 

March 26, 2013) of a kindergarten transition framework by Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta 

(2000, p. 497). 

 Transition as an ongoing ecological process is central to Kagan and Tarrant’s 

(2010) structural approach to transition. Their approach calls for alignment in 

pedagogical areas of curriculum standards, instruction, assessments, and interactions 

between teachers and children. It also calls for programmatic alignment to address parent 

engagement and community outreach, and it places priority on “congruence among 

program components” beyond the classroom. Additionally, Kagan and Tarrant (2010) 

advocate for policies to address the inequities of expenditures between early childhood 

and school-aged programs, policies to support seamless systems, and accountability 

measures for all children in the early childhood community.  
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Research is needed to further Kagan and Tarrant’s notion of pedagogical, programmatic, 

and policy alignment while incorporating the often overlooked importance of relationship 

building through the transition process proposed by Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000).   

Implication for This Study 

Before researchers can directly link the strength of relationships to outcomes for students 

with disabilities transitioning into kindergarten, rich descriptions of the transition process 

and the relationships formed are needed. In a 2004 literature review Boethel noted that 

the majority of literature on kindergarten transition is focused on the activities that take 

place rather than the relationships that form. Yet, parents and educators alike believe that 

communication and relationship building are the two most critical factors in successful 

kindergarten transition (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2008; Rous et al., 2007). In a study of 

kindergarten adjustment Hausken and Rathbun (2002) named disability as one of three 

prominent risk factors associated with kindergarten adjustment. Given that this 

population is at increased risk for difficulties in adjustment to early school years, it is 

unfortunate that such a notable gap in the literature exists (Laverick , 2007). Additionally, 

very little research currently exists on the role of the receiving kindergarten special 

education teachers within the context of kindergarten transition for students with 

disabilities. Considering the burden of individual transition activities required for 

students with disabilities (Carlson et al., 2009; LaParo et al., 2000) and the high levels of 

stress reported by special education teachers involved in the kindergarten transition 

process (Jewett et al., 1998), a better of understanding of the transition process from this 

unique perspective is warranted. The researcher used the Ecological and Dynamic Model 

of Transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000) as the conceptual lens focused on the 
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receiving special education teacher’s depiction of relationships among transition team 

members while examining the pedagogical and structural approaches used during the 

transition process, shedding light on the intersection of these aspects from Kagan and 

Tarrant’s (2010) transition model. 

Summary 

Studies drawing on data from the National Center for Early Development and Learning 

(NCEDL) Transition Practices Survey, the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—

Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K), and the Pre-Elementary Education Longitudinal Study 

(PEELS) provide  national data concerning kindergarten transition practices (Hausken & 

Rathbun, 2002; Pianta et al., 1999; Shulting et al., 2005; West et al., 2000). These studies 

found that the most high-intensity and personalized transition strategies were the least 

used. The most frequently used strategies included receiving previous records, 

encouraging parents to meet new staff, receiving information from the sending school, 

inviting children’s families to visit the new school setting, and providing parents with 

written information (Carlson et al., 2009). Less frequently occurring strategies were 

participating in IEP development, meeting with staff from the sending program, calling 

the child’s parents, and developing individual, child-centered preparatory strategies. 

Aligning with past studies of typical transition practices (Early et al., 2001; Nelson, 2004; 

Pianta et al., 1999) the least used transition practices by special education teachers were 

visiting the child’s previous setting and visiting the child’s home.  PEELS data reported 

by Daley et al. (2011) supported prior research (Carlson, 2009), which found that large, 

high-poverty districts provide less support during transitions. District poverty was 
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directly related to the use of less high-intensity transition practices, and district size 

impacted the use of both high- and low-intensity supports (Daley et al., 2011).  

Researchers across disciplines, have studied transition practices offering 

descriptions of practice and application of transition activities to reach families and 

children. Recommendations from these studies include completing ready schools 

assessments, aligning curriculum, increasing time for communication between preschool 

and elementary staff,  connecting with families prior to the start of school, actively 

involving the community for help in distributing information, creating a transition 

planning team that includes preschool and elementary school staff, parents, care givers, 

and community members in order to refine the transition process at the local level (Clark 

& Zigmunt-Fillwalk, 2008; Lui, 2008;). The literature supports the belief that parents 

play a large role in providing early learning experiences that are central to preparing 

children for the transition into kindergarten (Lara-Cinisomo et al., 2008). Yet, there is a 

lack of empirical research on family involvement and perceptions of the process (Pianta 

& Kraft-Sayre, 1999; Pianta, R. C., et al.,  2001). McIntyre et al. (2010) found that 

parents of children with disabilities had significantly more concerns about transitioning to 

kindergarten than did the parents of general education students.  

Understanding the importance of relationship building to the transition process is 

vital to its success (Rous et al., 2007). In a study of focus groups by the National Early 

Childhood Transition Center, Rous et al. (2007) identified communication and 

relationship building as two of the most important factors in smooth kindergarten 

transitions. The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition views the relationships of 

all individuals involved in the child’s transition over time as factors either easing the 



  

 

48 

 

transition or creating greater risk (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). This study aims to 

add to the body of literature regarding the kindergarten transition for students with 

disabilities, from the perspective of the receiving special education kindergarten teacher, 

to study current practices, communication, and the development of relationships 

throughout the transition process.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This research study utilizes case study methodology, which enables the researcher to 

investigate the transition process for students with disabilities exiting preschool and 

entering kindergarten within a real-life context (Yin, 2003). The case study methodology 

allows the researcher to use thick descriptions from multiple data sources (Merriam, 

1998). The study consists of a multiple-case design (Yin, 2003) involving seven cases of 

individual special education kindergarten teachers and their kindergarten transition 

practices. Multiple-case design is appropriate for this study, in which the researcher 

intends to “capture” the perceptions of receiving special education kindergarten teachers, 

who facilitate the kindergarten transition process for children with disabilities within two 

distinct kindergarten models provided by a single school district: the Early Childhood 

Model and the Traditional Model. The only difference in the study design is the type of 

kindergarten model the student is transitioning into. 

The study utilizes “replication logic” (Yin, 2003) to collect data from each model. 

The data collection process does not differ between models; the study process is 

replicated in the second model. The data are drawn from a survey and interviews with the 

receiving special education kindergarten teachers. The relationships that develop between 

the child, family members, and staff or service providers, and the specific transition 

strategies used, are examined as integral pieces of this process.  

Research Questions 
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The following overarching question guides this inquiry:  

How is the transition process implemented for students with disabilities leaving 

preschool and entering kindergarten? 

The following research sub-questions guide this study:  

1. How do transition strategies contribute to the kindergarten transition process for 

students with disabilities within the context of the district as a whole?  

2. How does communication between school personnel and families contribute to 

the development of relationships? 

3. How do relationships develop between school personnel and families during the 

kindergarten transition for students with disabilities?  

Site of research 

The chosen school system represents a diverse, county-run system in the state of 

Maryland. A single district was selected because of time and resource constraints. This is 

the most feasible approach to a study of activity in a school district given the arduous task 

of applying for approval to conduct research within a school district and increasingly 

limited access afforded external researchers. The school district requires that all research 

be approved through the district’s research office. A preliminary letter of intent to accept 

the study was received on July 22, 2009. In this letter two special education instructional 

facilitators were identified to guide the process within the district. One facilitator directs 

early intervention and early childhood-related special education, while the other 

facilitator directs a geographic region of elementary school special education. Together 

they acted as in-house support and gatekeepers to the study. Full approval was secured 

from The George Washington University’s Office of Human Research Internal Review 
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Board (IRB) prior to the final application to complete research within the district. The 

study was officially approved by the selected school district as of January 7, 2011.  

During the 2011-2012 school year, the participating school district served 

approximately 50,000 students: 47% white, 20% African American, 17% Asian, 8% 

Hispanic, and the remaining 8% were Native American, Pacific Islander, or of more than 

one race. In addition, the school district served approximately 8% of its population 

through special education-related services.  

The study provides a rich description of the transition process for students with 

disabilities in two, distinct, county-developed models for kindergarten. The first is 

referred to as the Early Childhood Model (Figure 2), and the second is referred to as the 

Traditional Elementary Model (Figure 3). The two models emerged when the county 

offered only half-day kindergarten programs to its general education population.  

The Early Childhood Model began as a full-day kindergarten program for 

students with more significant needs and persists today. When only half-day kindergarten 

was available to general education students, the IEP team determined whether a child 

required a full-day kindergarten program at the regional early childhood center. An 

identified student participated in the half-day general education classroom, with support 

from a special education kindergarten teacher and, in cases of four or more identified 

students, a special education instructional assistant. For the second half of the day, the 

student participated in a program designed by special education staff to meet his or her 

needs as specified in the IEP. 

Approximately 20 regional early childhood centers account for almost half of the 

kindergarten programs. In this model the instructional facilitator oversees the special 
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education kindergarten, as well as all of the regional early intervention and early 

childhood education programs within the school district. Early childhood centers are 

housed inside the physical plant of an elementary school, but they function under a 

separate funding stream and teaching staff within the county’s Department of Special 

Education. The elementary school building principals and assistant principals act as 

administrators for the regional early childhood centers. Staff at the regional early 

childhood centers typically includes early intervention service providers, preschool 

service providers, and kindergarten service providers. Special education teachers instruct 

only in the regional early childhood center and are not shared with elementary school 

staff (grades 1-5 at these schools). Often related service providers are shared between 

early intervention and early childhood programs but rarely with elementary school staff 

(grades 1-5 at these schools).   

 

 

Figure 2. Early Childhood Model. Depicts the kindergarten model within the context of 

Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition. 
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This Early Childhood Model (see Figure 2) is still offered today, even though 

since 2007 Maryland has mandated full-day kindergarten in all public schools. If the IEP 

team determines that the nature and severity of a child’s disability requires a higher 

degree of special education and related services, then the child will attend kindergarten in 

one of the regional early childhood centers. Currently, most students with disabilities 

participate in the full-day general education classroom and are pulled out as needed for 

individual support. The Early Childhood Model has at least one teacher dedicated full-

time to kindergarten and often has a single co-taught classroom with special education 

staff instructing on a full-time basis. The special education staff serve at the most two 

kindergarten classes. In general the student:teacher ratio is lower than for the Traditional 

Elementary School Model (Figure 3). During the kindergarten transition meeting the IEP 

team determines whether a child who requires this level of comprehensive programming 

should attend the regional early childhood center, but every effort is made to return the 

child to his/her home school as soon as possible. Children who would attend this 

kindergarten as their home school are also included in this kindergarten model.  

The Traditional Elementary Model (see Figure 3) was originally used to serve 

students whose special needs could be met by existing elementary special education staff 

in a half-day kindergarten program at their home school. Since the state mandate for full-

day kindergarten, this model has been used for children whose needs do not require more 

comprehensive programming and therefore can attend their home school. In this school 

district, all elementary schools have a minimum of three special education resource 

teachers and three special education instructional assistants. One of the special education 
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resource teachers provides services for any incoming kindergarteners and most often 

shares responsibilities in other grade levels within the school. In this model the receiving 

special education kindergarten teacher is part of the elementary school staff; therefore, 

the student:teacher ratio is often higher than that of the Early Childhood Model. Also, the 

special education kindergarten teacher frequently serves students in multiple general 

education classrooms. Related service providers are assigned to elementary school 

students and are rarely the same providers that the student worked with in preschool. The 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher is under the supervision of the special 

education elementary instructional facilitator. This model shares some funding with the 

early childhood programs but operates mainly under the umbrella of school-aged special 

education. The IEP team determines at the kindergarten transition meeting which model 

can best address the student’s needs. Every effort is made to keep the child in his/her 

home school.  
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Figure 3. The Traditional Model. Depicts the traditional elementary school kindergarten 

model within Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Transition 

Model.  

Neither of these kindergarten models includes students or staff from regional 

programs for special populations, which include the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Program 

for students with hearing deficits, the Academic Life Skills Class for students who are 

accessing alternative benchmarks and/or have significant cognitive impact or severe 

multiple disabilities, regional Programs for Students with Emotional Disabilities, and the 

Elementary/Primary Learner Program for students with autism who require specific 

instructional methodology such as verbal behavioral analysis. Students from these 

regional programs may be included in general education kindergarten for all or portions 

of their school day, but they have their own special education teacher and staff in addition 

to the aforementioned kindergarten special education staff. Teachers from the regional 

programs for special populations were not included in the study. 

Participant selection 

Approximately 40 kindergarten special education teachers from both models were invited 

to participate in the study through an email distributed by the school district’s 

Department of Special Education (see Appendix B). Of these teachers, 31 completed the 

online questionnaire that was reference in the email. The online questionnaire asked for 

volunteers to participate in a two-part interview, with the goal of securing five teachers 

from each of the two models. The researcher was able to secure seven interview 

participants.  
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There is a great deal of controversy in social sciences qualitative research 

regarding sample size (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Although traditional qualitative 

research does not propose generalizing to the larger population, some minimum sample 

size is expected in order to make the research pertinent to the field. For this reason 

careful consideration should be made when determining sample size in case study 

designs. Having an appropriate amount of participants leads to what Onwuegbuzie and 

Leech (2005) refer to as information and theoretical saturation. Saturation occurs when 

there is enough data to warrant thick and rich descriptions after analysis is complete. The 

challenge for this study was to capture the best representation of individual teacher’s 

transition practices but still allow for depth during data collection and analysis. Of the 

seven interview participants, four were from the Early Childhood Model, two were from 

the Traditional Elementary Model, and one was part of the elementary school staff but 

served students in the Early Childhood Model as well as other grades. The researcher 

determined, with the support of the research committee, that these seven participants 

would provide a rich snapshot of current transition practices, which would fulfill the 

requirements of the study.  

Methods of data collection  

The study employed three data collection methods (see Table 1). First, thirty-one 

kindergarten special education teachers from both kindergarten models completed an 

online questionnaire. Second, seven teachers participated in a two-part interview (see 

Appendix A-A3). Third, about 6 weeks after the initial interview, the researcher invited 

the seven participants to engage in a follow-up telephone call to review the initial data 

analysis and provide feedback. 
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Table 1 

Data Collection Methods 

Tool used Contact method Participants 

Email invitation Sent by Department of 

Special Education 

Approximately 40 

kindergarten special education 

teachers in both models 

 

Follow-up email 

invitation 

Sent by Department of 

Special Education 

Approximately 40 

kindergarten special education 

teachers in both models 

 

Questionnaire: 

Strategies Implemented 

to Aid in the Transition to 

Kindergarten 

Link to SurveyMonkey sent 

by Department of Special 

Education 

 

Approximately 40 

kindergarten special education 

teachers in both models 

(completed by 31 respondents) 

 

Two-part interview Participants volunteered 

through the online 

questionnaire 

7 total participants: 

4 Early Childhood Model 

2 Traditional Elementary 

Model 

1 half-time Early Childhood 

Model, half-time Traditional 
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Elementary Model 

 

Ecomap Created during the 

interview 

7 total participants: 

4 Early Childhood Model 

2 Traditional Elementary 

Model 

1 half-time Early Childhood 

Model, half-time Traditional 

Elementary Model 

 

Follow-up phone call Emailed copies of ecomaps 

Called participants via 

phone 

7 total participants: 

4 Early Childhood Model 

2 Traditional Elementary 

Model 

1 half-time Early Childhood 

Model, half-time Traditional 

Elementary Model 

 

 

To ensure anonymity, the Department of Special Education sent the email (see 

Appendix B) containing an invitation to complete the questionnaire, “Strategies 

Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten” (see Appendix B1), to all 

kindergarten special educators. The recruitment email included a link to an online 

questionnaire housed on the SurveyMonkey platform. The questionnaire was developed 
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to capture descriptive information on general transition practices being used by receiving 

kindergarten special educators throughout the school district. 

The Questionnaire  

The questionnaire, “Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten” 

(see Appendix B1), was designed specifically for this study to collect data on current 

practices used during the transition period. The questionnaire was adapted from a portion 

of an existing questionnaire, the Pre-Elementary Education Longitudinal Study (PEELS, 

2004) Kindergarten Teacher Questionnaire. The full questionnaire is publicly available 

through the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Originally this study’s 

questionnaire was considerably longer because it included questions regarding the nature 

of relationships, which were subsequently deemed to be more appropriate for the 

interview process. In its final form, the questionnaire captures information limited to the 

strategies that aid in the transition process.  

Two efforts were set in place to improve the validity of the instrument and the 

reliability of the data reported. First, three-phase pretesting was conducted of the full-

length, adapted questionnaire in the spring 2006. All pretesting participants were 

employed by a large, diverse, school district on the fringe of an urban center. This district 

is not the site selected for the study. Second, an administrator of early childhood 

programs reviewed the tool. At that time the administrator was employed in a Mid-

Atlantic, suburban, school district-level position responsible for early childhood 

education programs, including public school preschool, Head Start, and kindergarten 

programs. The administrator returned the questionnaire in electronic format with tracked 

changes and comments and suggested a telephone conversation to discuss some of her 



  

 

60 

 

recommendations, which led to some minor adjustments to the tool. Specifically, the term 

“general education” was adopted and used consistently throughout the questionnaire, and 

the term “early childhood” was replaced by consistent use of word “preschool.”  

The second phase of pretesting was conducted using an online discussion board for 

doctoral students. All of the students who accessed this discussion board were completing 

an advanced level-course on survey research. Seven peers gave feedback regarding 

clustering like items together, making changes in the response format, reducing length, 

correcting misspelling in the directions, and reducing visual information. Items suggested 

for clustering were eventually removed from the questionnaire.  

The third phase of the pretesting process, the field test, involved a sample of special 

education teachers who had served kindergarteners with IEPs within the past 2 years. All 

five of the teachers were enrolled graduate students, and four of the five teachers were 

serving students with special needs in their current kindergarten classes. The teachers 

were given a cover sheet that explained that they were part of a pretest group for a 

questionnaire being developed within a survey research course. They were asked to 

complete the questionnaire as best they could, making notations if directions or items 

were unclear. Each teacher was asked to answer the questions specific to individual 

students based on their experiences with select one child who he or she was currently 

serving, or had served in the past year. The overall feedback was positive.  

Finally, a methodology expert reviewed the abbreviated questionnaire in spring 2010 

and recommended that the response codes be changed from yes, no, I don’t know, and 

N/A to a likert scale associated with the overarching question “To what extent did you 

find this strategy helpful?” Participants would indicate their answer on a scale from 1-5, 
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with 1 being least helpful and 5 being critical; N/A would remain an available answer. 

The questionnaire was also reformatted to replicate the layout to be used on the 

SurveyMonkey platform. The final questionnaire was expected to take no more than 15 

minutes to be completed. It was not pretested because of time constraints and because the 

changes were to the methodology design and not the content.  

Two-Part Interview 

Seven questionnaire respondents volunteered to participate in a 75-minute, two-part 

interview. During the first part, the interviewer and interviewee constructed an ecomap 

(Hartman, 1995) to depict the relationships between adults supporting the kindergarten 

transition for a specific child. During the remaining time, the researcher, using a 

semistructured interview protocol (See Appendix A-A3), asked questions about general 

transition practices, the transition process for the identified student, and the relationships 

within the kindergarten transition team for the identified student. All interviews were 

digitally audiotaped for later transcription by a paid professional.  

Ecomaps (Hartman, 1995) were originally used by social workers to assess 

children’s and families’ levels of need in the welfare system. As a visual representation 

of the child and the resource networks that surround him or her, “…its primary value is in 

its visual impact and its ability to organize and present concurrently not only a great deal 

of information but also the relationships between variables in a situation” (Hartman, 

1995, p. 117). Ecomaps have also been used in a wide variety of other research areas, 

including health care to depict relationships and resources (MacDonald & Callery, 2007),  

spiritual assessments (Hodge, 2005), and educational settings to assess service delivery to 

families and changes in supports for students with emotional difficulties within a 
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therapeutic program (Carpenter-Aeby, Aeby, & Boyd, 2007; McCormick, Stricklin, 

Nowak, & Rous, 2008). This study uses ecomaps as a key method to collect data during 

the interview process. Although software such as GenoPro (www.genopro.com) is now 

available to create ecomaps (Carpenter-Aeby et al., 2007), the researcher used paper, 

pencil, and colored markers to create the ecomaps with each participant (Hartman, 1995; 

Hodge, 2005; MacDonald & Callery, 2007; McCormick et al., 2008). 

For the purpose of this study the ecomap was a paper-and-pencil simulation 

directed by the researcher and completed with assistance by the participant. The 

participant purposefully selected a single student from his or her caseload whose 

experience typified the kindergarten transition process. Consistent with the ecomap 

structure, a large central circle represented the individual child (Hartman, 1995). Circles 

around the child represented family members. Additional outside circles represented 

other individuals who interacted with the child and parents, and among themselves, 

during the transition (Hartman, 1995). The participant inserted color-coded lines between 

the circles as a shorthand representation of the connections between the child and the 

individual and/or resources surrounding the child. The nature of the connection, or 

relationship, was conveyed by the type of line drawn. “A solid line represents an 

important and or strong connection and a dotted line a tenuous or developing connection; 

jagged marks across the line represent a stressful or conflicted relationship” (Hartman, 

1995, p. 114).  Next, the teacher inserted arrows along the lines to represent the direction 

and flow of information between individuals. Hartman (1995) reported that when using 

the ecomap as an interviewing tool the solitary use of shorthand connective lines can be 

constraining. She recommended that the interviewer ask the participant for a few words 

http://www.genopro.com/
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to describe the nature of the relationship and that the brief description be written along 

the lines to help construct further meaning of the ecomap. This technique was used at 

times during the interview process.  

 

Figure 4. Ecomap example with coding.  

McCormick et al.’s (2008) proposed use of the ecomap to understand strengths 

and resources for families of young children with disabilities receiving services in early 

intervention programs. McCormick recommended additional coding on the ecomap to 

capture more specific information, including R=relationship to the child (i.e., family, 

friend, community, etc.), S=the kind of support provided (i.e., emotional, care, financial, 

etc.), and F=frequency of the support (i.e., daily, weekly, monthly etc.). McCormick et al. 

(2008) noted advantages to the creation of the ecomap, such as building rapport between 

practitioner and family, being appropriate for culturally diverse families and individuals 

with limited literacy skills, organizing the information in a manner than can be linked to 

the Individual Family Support Plan (IFSP), facilitating service in a natural context, and 

maximizing the use of informal resources. “It is a tool to elicit from family members their 

own perceptions of their family’s functioning and organization around their children and 

their concerns, priorities, and resources” (McCormick et al., 2008, p. 24). Unlike the 
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McCormick study that attended to the perspective of families, this study focuses on the 

perspective of the receiving special education kindergarten teacher. However, the same 

advantages were realized by the ecomap creation process, that is, the teacher participant 

developed a rapport with the researcher, enabling more free communication; reflected on 

the roles and relationships as they related to the IEP process and transition; and identified 

strengths and weaknesses within the individual and district-wide transition processes. 

Borrowing from McCormick et al.’s (2008) report, additional codes were used in 

the ecomaps: F= family, S=sending school staff, R=receiving school staff, C=community 

resource, and D=district-level staff. These additional data assisted in clarifying the 

association between each stakeholder depicted on the ecomap. The receiving special 

education teacher created the ecomap using his/her own perspective to depict only those 

individuals involved in the kindergarten transition.  

Upon completion of the ecomap, the interviewer engaged the participant in a 

semi-structured interview, the protocol for which was vetted in September 2009 by two 

teachers from different neighboring school districts, who met the criteria for participating 

in this study. Those teachers choose two students from their transitioning caseload for the 

purpose of the pilot interview. Both interviews took less than 1 hour to complete, and 

feedback from both teachers was positive. One suggested color-coding the lines to 

represent strength of relationships between entities, which was added to the methodology. 

A solid, green line represented an important or strong connection. A dotted, blue line 

represented a tenuous or developing connection. Finally a jagged, red line represented a 

stressful or conflicted relationship. This complete process was used to create an ecomap 

with each of the interview participants in the current study.  
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Finally, the seven interviewees were invited to engage in a follow-up telephone 

interview approximately 6 weeks after the interview, the protocol for which is provided 

in Appendix C. Prior to the follow-up telephone interview, the ecomaps were scanned 

and emailed to each interviewee for review. Preliminary data analysis of each interview 

was conducted and formatted as a bulleted list, which served as talking points for the 

telephone interviews. These interviews lasted approximately 5-10 minutes. The 

interviewees indicated that the initial themes and interpretations were in line with their 

perspectives. Their feedback was brief but positive, and no changes were made to any of 

the seven ecomaps after review. 

In an effort to ensure confidentiality throughout the data collection phase, no 

personally identifiable information was connected to the audio tapes, ecomaps, or 

running notes. Pseudonyms were used for children, and roles (e.g., mother, father, 

occupational therapist, etc.) were used for adults. The questionnaires only indicated in 

which kindergarten model the respondent taught. Identifiable information only became 

available, when a respondent offered to participate in the interview, and therefore 

provided their contact information. Audio tapes were destroyed upon receipt of the 

transcripts. Notes, transcripts, and questionnaires will be destroyed 1 year after the study 

completion.  

Data analysis method 

Data was analyzed using three different methods. First, frequencies distributions were 

determined from the data collected from “The Strategies Implemented to Aid in the 

Transition to Kindergarten” questionnaire. Second the ecomaps were visually analyzed 

using Hartman’s (1995) methods. Third, data from the semi-structured interviews and 
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follow-up telephone interviews were analyzed using the constant comparative method 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser, 1965).  

Data from the questionnaire were analyzed using the frequency distributions 

generated by the web-based SurveyMonkey tool, and then exported into Excel. 

Descriptive data regarding the kinds of transition strategies used and the extent to which 

they contributed to the transition process were compiled and reported for the Early 

Childhood Model, the Traditional Model, and for the participant group altogether.  

The ecomaps were analyzed using Hartman’s (1995) suggestions for identifying 

the nature of relationships based on the connective lines, where a solid line represents an 

important or strong relationship, a dotted line a tenuous or developing relationship, and a 

jagged line a stressful or conflicted relationship. Arrows show the flow of communication. 

The data analysis was a step-by-step iterative process; each step informed the analysis in 

next step.  

The case study interviews were transcribed verbatim to ensure data reliability 

(Yin, 2003). The constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) of coding 

information was used to organize themes emerging from the data analysis. As themes 

emerged from individual sources, constant comparisons (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) were 

made to previously uncovered themes, which enabled the researcher to create thick, rich 

descriptions of the theories developed from the various data sources. Notes from the 

follow-up telephone interviews were also reviewed. Four distinct coding phases took 

place: comparing incidents and information applicable to each emerging category, 

integrating categories from various data sources, delimiting the theory from the identified 

themes, and writing the deduction (Glaser, 1965).  



  

 

67 

 

Trustworthiness 

Addressing the concept of validity and trustworthiness in research is critical to its design 

(Ridenour & Newman, 2008). Particularly in the development and analysis of qualitative 

research, measures must be taken to ensure the highest level of trustworthiness. In order 

to address this issue the researcher put into place three “design validity criteria” 

(Ridenour & Newman, 2008). The first criterion was the triangulation of data from three 

sources. Data related to the special education kindergarten teacher’s perception of 

relationships during the transition was analyzed through the ecomap, the transcribed 

interviews, and the ecomap review via telephone. Using multiple data sources improves 

trustworthiness in the final reporting. The second criterion was the performance of 

member checks, which took place during the follow-up interviews. Participants had the 

opportunity to review and comment on the initial interpretations of emerging themes 

extracted from their own data. The third criterion, peer debriefing, ensured that the 

researcher’s explanations were not “from their own need base” (Ridenour & Newman, 

2008) but could be confirmed by other colleagues. Along the lines of trustworthiness, 

assumptions should be considered prior to engagement in qualitative research. By design 

this study relies on the interpretation and perceptions of the individuals involved. The 

most basic assumption was that participants and researchers alike would be honest 

throughout all stages of the study. It was also assumed that each participant’s prior life 

experiences would influence his or her perceptions of the kindergarten transition and the 

relationships that are formed during it. For this reason, findings cannot be generalized 

and are descriptive in nature.  
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Risks, benefits, ethical consideration 

Assumed risks to the individual participants were no greater than those faced in everyday 

situations. Each case study interviewee was compensated for his or her time with a $25 

gift card to a local store upon completion of the interview. Every precaution was taken to 

ensure the anonymity of the individuals and the elementary schools in which they work. 

There was no direct contact with students or parents, thus decreasing the opportunity for 

student confidentiality to be compromised. All participants were asked to use 

pseudonyms or roles when individual identification was necessary. Previously assigned 

pseudonyms were used when participants were asked to reflect on a prior interview. The 

final report does not include any information that would compromise the identity of the 

elementary school or the individual participants. The utmost care has been taken at all 

times to ensure confidentiality. 

Summary 

This research study utilizes case study methodology. A multiple-case design (Yin, 2003) 

was used to create a rich descriptive (Merriam, 1998) report of the current practices and 

perceptions of the relationships that develop during the kindergarten transition for 

students with identified disabilties through the lens of the receiving special education 

kindergarten teacher in each of the distinct kindergarten models selected. The research 

site was a diverse, county-run school system in the state of Maryland.  

Thirty-one special education kindergarten teachers, out of approximately 40 

employed in the county, completed the questionnaire “Strategies Implemented to Aid in 

the Transition to Kindergarten.” Through this questionnaire, kindergarten special 
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education teachers were invited to participate in case study interviews. Seven 

interviewees were secured in all.  

Three sources of data were collected at both the district level and the individual 

student level because of the naturally occurring differences that take place during each 

child’s transition from preschool into kindergarten. The first data source, the 

questionnaire (see Appendix B1), provided data about general transition practices being 

implemented throughout the county. Questionnaire data were analyzed using utilities 

from the web-based SurveyMonkey platform and Excel. Frequencies distributions were 

run to report descriptive data regarding the kinds of transition strategies used and the 

extent to which they contributed to the transition process. The second data source was a 

two-part, 75-minute semi-structured (Yin, 2003) interview. The first portion of the 

interview resulted in the creation of an ecomap (Hartman 1995). The second portion 

involved questions about the general practices used, communication used, and 

relationships formed throughout the kindergarten transition (see Appendix A-A3). Lastly, 

running notes from the follow-up telephone interviews were reviewed during the data 

analysis phase. The constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss 2008; Glaser, 1965) 

was used to identify emerging themes and categories from the data from both types of 

interviews. This iterative process allowed the researcher to construct meaning in an 

ongoing manner throughout the data analysis period.  
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CHAPER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research is to study the receiving special education teacher’s 

perspective of the transition process for students with disabilities exiting preschool and 

entering kindergarten. Case study methodology is used to craft rich descriptions from 

multiple sources (Merriam, 1998) within the real-life context (Yin, 2003). The 

participants are kindergarten special education teachers who have acted as the receiving 

teacher in the kindergarten transition for students with IEPs. Their perspective is used to 

“capture” (Yin, 2003) a snapshot of the transition process as it relates to the research 

questions guiding the study. The overarching research question is as follows: How is the 

transition process implemented for students with disabilities leaving preschool and 

entering kindergarten?  

Three sub-questions further explore the process:  

1. How do transition strategies contribute to the kindergarten transition process 

for students with disabilities within the context of the district as a whole?  

2. How does communication between school personnel and families contribute 

to the development of relationships?  

3. How do relationships develop between school personnel and families during 

the kindergarten transition for students with disabilities?  

This chapter presents an analysis of the data gathered to answer these questions. 

The first section contains a description of the participants and an in-depth explanation of 

the iterative process of theme development (Glaser, 1965), which was used during data 
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analysis to extract themes related to the three main areas of inquiry. The subsequent 

sections report the main findings related to (a) four structures provided by the school 

system which support collaboration and lead to the use of high-intensity and highly 

personalized strategies implemented at the building and student level, (b) how 

communication between school personnel and families impacts collaboration and 

relationship building, and (c) how relationships developed between school personnel and 

families during the kindergarten transition relate to the overall strength of the transition 

as perceived by the receiving special education kindergarten teacher. 

Participants 

All participants were special education kindergarten teachers employed by a large, 

diverse, county school system within the state of Maryland during the 2010-2011 school 

year. Data for the study were collected from participants in three phases. The first phase 

utilized a questionnaire, “Strategies Implement to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten” 

(see Appendix B1), which was adapted from the Pre-Elementary Education Longitudinal 

Study (PEELS, 2004) Kindergarten Teacher Questionnaire (publicly available through 

the National Center for Education Statistics). The questionnaire was administered 

through SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com). All school system personnel 

identified as special education kindergarten teachers from 40 elementary schools were 

invited to participate. In an effort to increase anonymity, invitations were made directly 

by the Department of Special Education. The researcher did not have access to the list of 

special education kindergarten teachers or to the exact number of invitations extended. A 

minimum of one special education kindergarten teacher is assigned to each of the 40 

elementary schools so the assumed number of invitations was approximately 40. Thirty-
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two surveys were completed. One participant was omitted from the final data set because 

she identified herself as a speech and language pathologist, not a teacher, and therefore 

did not meet the criteria for participation. Thus the resulting data set contained 31 

completed surveys.  

   Approximately 20 of the school district’s 40 kindergarten programs operate 

according to Early Childhood Model (see Figure 2). The Office of Early Intervention and 

Early Childhood, within the Department of Special Education, oversees the Early 

Childhood Model of kindergarten. The remaining 20 kindergarten programs are 

organized according to what is referred to as the Traditional Elementary Model (see 

Figure 3) of kindergarten. Of the 31 special education kindergarten teachers who 

completed the questionnaire, 18 reported teaching in one of the district’s Early Childhood 

Models and 13 within the Traditional Elementary Model of kindergarten. To protect 

anonymity, demographic information was not requested in the questionnaire. 

 Phase 2 of the data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews. Nine of the 

31 survey respondents volunteered to participate in this phase of the study. Seven 

participants were ultimately secured. Four participants were teachers in the Early 

Childhood Model (participants 1, 2, 5, and 6), and two participants were teachers in the 

Traditional Model (participants 3 and 4). Unexpectedly, one participant (participant 7) 

did not fit either category completely because she spent half of her day in the Early 

Childhood Model and the other half in grades 2 and 4 at an elementary school. Although 

she taught across grade levels, she reported meeting regularly with the regional early 

childhood center staff and spending 50% of her instructional time in the kindergarten 

classroom at a regional early childhood center. Because she reported teaching at a 
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regional early childhood center on the questionnaire, she was categorized as an Early 

Childhood Model teacher in the questionnaire data. However, when reporting qualitative 

findings, the researcher considered this participant’s responses separately because of her 

unique position.   

Phase 3 of data collection consisted of a brief, follow-up, telephone interview 

with each of the seven interviewees. The purpose of this phase was to make corrections to 

the ecomaps and initial findings from Phase 2.  

The Process of Developing Themes 

This analysis phase employed Glaser’s (1965) four-step analysis process, as summarized 

in Table 2.  

Table 2. 

Glaser’s Constant Comparative Method 

Step Tasks 

1. Compare incidents applicable to each 

category 

Code each incident related to strategies, 

communication, relationships; create 

bulleted list of initial impressions 

1. a. Record memos on ideas  Create margin notes of initial impressions 

and connections 

2. Integrate categories and their properties Create tables with data strands related to 

strategies, communication, relationships; 

integrate multiple data sources of data 

(interview transcripts, questionnaire, 

ecomaps); extract themes from the data 
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strands 

3. Delimit the theory Report rich, descriptive data related to each 

theme in Chapter 4 findings 

4. Write theory Draw conclusion based on the data reported 

in Chapter 5 

 

  The researcher reviewed each interview independently to extract key points and 

assigned them to one of three categories aligned with the research sub-questions: 

strategies, communication, and relationships. Findings related to these categories were 

color-coded. Following Glaser’s first step, the researcher compared incidents and 

information developed bulleted lists applicable to each emerging category. These lists 

served as a reference during the follow-up telephone interview to improve 

trustworthiness of data. No significant changes were made based on feedback from the 

follow-up interviewees. These bulleted notes then acted as the starting point to draw 

connections and develop themes.  

 The next step is a subset of step one, which involved color-coding each verbatim 

transcript. The researcher included “notes of deduction” (Glaser, 1965) in the margins as 

connections, comparisons, interpretations, and conclusions were made.  

In step 2, the researcher created tables to organize data strands related to the 

research sub-questions. Data found in more than one source, and/or data deemed as 

critical to the overall development of themes, were included in the tables. The following 

section outlines the process of theme development specific to each of the three sub-

questions. 
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Sub-question 1. How do transition strategies contribute to the kindergarten transition 

process for students with disabilities within the context of the district as a whole? 

During the initial steps of analysis to answer this question, the researcher isolated 24 

strands from the interviews and created a descriptive table presenting the strategies used 

during the transition process. From these 24 strands, three themes emerged including (a) 

school district structures are beneficial to the use of high-intensity strategies, (b) 

transition practices differ by school, and (c) strategies are individualized for the student 

and family. 

Step 3 of Glaser’s (1965) analytic process calls for the integration of categories 

from various data sources. Table 3 illustrates the application of emerging themes to 

analysis of the questionnaire, by presenting each strategy from the questionnaire under 

the bolded theme that it best supported.  

Table 3  

Questionnaire Alignment with Strategy Themes 

School District Structures Are Beneficial to the Use of High-Intensity Strategies 

You attended a district kindergarten transition training or meeting 

You received the child’s previous records 

The sending preschool provided information about this child 

You visited this child’s previous preschool setting to observe the child 

You met with staff from the sending preschool program specifically about this child 

outside of the IEP 

You participated in the development of the transition IEP for this child before the student 

entered kindergarten 
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You attended this child’s transition IEP meeting 

Transition Practices Differ by School 

You attended a special education parent information session related to transition into 

kindergarten 

You attended general education kindergarten orientation 

This child and family attended the general education kindergarten orientation 

You provided parents with written information about your kindergarten class or program 

Strategies Are Individualized for the Student and Family 

You called this child’s parent before the student entered kindergarten 

You called this child’s parents after the student started kindergarten 

The parents of this child were encouraged to meet the staff before the student entered 

kindergarten 

You visited this child’s home before the student entered kindergarten 

You visited this child’s home after the students entered kindergarten 

You developed individualized strategies (i.e., behavior plans, social stories, or 

modifications) for this child’s transition before the student entered kindergarten 

You developed individualized strategies (i.e., behavior plans, social stories, or 

modifications) for this child’s transition after the student entered kindergarten 

 

Both the interview transcripts and the questionnaire were reviewed multiple times 

to ensure alignment of the strands under the three themes. This iterative process is critical 

to ensuring the trustworthiness (Ridenour & Newman, 2008) of qualitative data. 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheets were created to aid in data analysis. Descriptive statistics 
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were calculated for the Early Childhood Model, the Traditional Model of Kindergarten, 

and the participant group as a whole. A 5-point Likert scale was used to rate the 

helpfulness of each transition strategy presented in the questionnaire, with 1 being not 

helpful and 5 being critical. Not applicable was also an option.   

Sub-question 2. How does communication between school personnel and families 

contribute to the development of relationships?  

During the initial steps of analysis to answer this sub-question, 25 strands were isolated 

from the interviews and used to create a descriptive table. Four themes were extracted 

from these 25 strands: (a) face-to-face communication between school personnel is 

critical, (b) technology plays a role in communication, (c) the receiving special education 

kindergarten teacher is a conduit of information, and (d) staying connected with families 

is important. 

These themes were then applied to the analysis of the questionnaire (see Table 4). 

Not all strategies were coded as directly relating to communication between staff and/or 

families. Strategies that related to the articulation of student-specific information among 

staff and between staff and families were coded as applying to communication during the 

transition. Of the 20 strategies reported in the questionnaire, 10 were coded as pertaining 

directly to communication use. There was considerable overlap in application of each 

strategy to the overarching themes as seen below in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Questionnaire Alignment with Communication Themes 

Why Face-to-Face Communication Between School Personnel Is Critical 

You attended a district kindergarten transition training or meeting 
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You visited this child’s previous preschool setting to observe the child 

You met with staff from the sending preschool program specifically about this child 

outside of the IEP 

You participated in the development of the transition IEP for this child before the student 

entered kindergarten 

You attended this child’s transition IEP meeting 

The Role of Technology in Communication 

You participated in the development of the transition IEP for this child before the student 

entered kindergarten 

The Receiving Kindergarten Special Education Teacher Is a Conduit of Information 

You attended a district kindergarten transition training or meeting 

You visited this child’s home before the student entered kindergarten 

You visited this child’s home after the student entered kindergarten 

You visited this child’s previous preschool setting to observe the child 

You met with staff from the sending preschool program specifically about this child 

outside of the IEP 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 

The Importance of Staying Connected with Families 

You called this child’s parents before the student entered kindergarten 

You called this child’s parents after the student entered kindergartner 

The parents of this child were encouraged to meet the staff before the student entered 

kindergarten 

You visited this child’s home before the student entered kindergarten 
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You visited this child’s home after the student entered kindergarten 

You attended this child’s IEP meeting 

 

In order to triangulate findings related to communication, the ecomaps (Hartman, 

1995) were analyzed. As described above, with assistance from the researcher, each of 

the seven participants had created an ecomap for one of his or her students to provide a 

visual depiction of the relationships between transition team members from his or her 

perspective. The flow of information (communication) between transition team members 

was captured on the ecomap through the use of arrows. The participants labeled 

individuals based on their role/relationship to the child, such as mother, father, general 

education teacher, etc. These individuals were then assigned a code that reflected the 

categories of family, sending school staff, receiving school staff, district department of 

special education staff, or community agency. The analysis was completed using constant 

comparison between the visual representation of the ecomap and the interview transcript. 

Forty-one different individual roles were recorded on ecomaps during the course of the 

seven interviews (Table 5).  

 

Table 5 

Number of Individuals Reported as Involved in the Transition 

Transition team members reported Times reported across all 7 ecomaps 

Family  

     Child 7 

     Mother 7  

     Father 4 
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     Siblings 2 

Sending preschool staff  

     Preschool special education teacher 8 

     Preschool general education teacher 4 

     Preschool paraeducator 2 

     Speech language pathologist 2 

     Occupational therapist 3 

     Physical therapist 1 

     School psychologist 1 

     Adaptive PE teacher 1 

     Behavior specialist 1 

     Principal 1 

Both sending and receiving staff  

     Speech language pathologist 2 

     Occupational therapist 2 

     Physical therapist 2 

     Behavior specialist 1 

     Sending and receiving principal 1 

Receiving kindergarten staff  

     Kindergarten special education teacher 8 

     Kindergarten general education teacher 8 

     Kindergarten team leader (teacher) 1 

     Kindergarten paraeducator 6 
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     Kindergarten student assistant 1 

     Speech language pathologist 4 

     Occupational therapist 5 

     Physical therapist 2 

     School psychologist 3 

     Adaptive PE teacher 1 

     Behavior specialist 1 

     Principal 1 

     Assistant principal 2 

     Related arts teachers (clustered into one group) 1 

     Regional program special education teacher 1 

     Regional program building administrator    

     (principal or assistant principal was unclear) 

1 

     Home school special education teacher (school 

     child would attend based on district boundaries) 

1 

     Home school general education teacher (school 

     child would attend based on district boundaries) 

1 

District Department of Special Education staff  

    Early childhood special education resource 

    teacher 

1 

     Elementary special education resource teacher 1 

     Least restrictive environment resource teacher 1 

     Instructional facilitator (special education  1 
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     supervision)  

 

On average each preschool to kindergarten transition process required the 

involvement of approximately 15 different individuals. Table 6 presents how many 

individuals were depicted on each participant’s ecomap for his or her selected student.  

Table 6  

Number of Individuals Involved in the Transition Process for Each Child Depicted on an 

Ecomap  

Participant  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Number of individuals depicted on 

the ecomap  

10 13 24 13 12 17 15 

 

Sub-question 3. How do relationships develop between school personnel and families 

during the kindergarten transition for students with disabilities?  

The iterative process of comparison to develop themes was again applied to the data from 

the ecomaps and interviews in order to answer this sub-question. In this step, 51 initial 

strands were mined from the transcripts. These strands were further divided into three 

categories that characterize the relationships as strong, tenuous/developing, and 

conflicted by applying the ecomap color-coding system of relationship strength between 

team members. The category, “other insights,” was then created to capture the remaining 

strands, which did not fit into ecomap categories. As associations were made across 

participants and categories, three themes emerged: (a) trust and open communication are 

key components to building relationships, (b) barriers to relationship building exist, and 

(c) the length of time and prior history impact relationships. These themes were then 



  

 

83 

 

compared with the experiences of the individuals reported on ecomaps. The frequency 

distributions of the relationship lines on the ecomaps were calculated to capture the 

overall reported strength of relationships during the transition. Table 7 presents the 

strength of relationships between team members, including staff and family, as reported 

by the interviewee on the selected student’s ecomap. For example, Participant 1 coded 

81% of the relationships between individual team members on her ecomap to be strong, 

15% of the relationships to be developing/tenuous, and 4% to be conflicted.  

Overall, the participants rated individual transition team members’ relationships 

to be strong the majority of the time. Of note, however, are several important differences 

between participant experiences. Participants 5 and 6 indicated considerably higher 

percentages of developing/tenuous relationships, which may be attributable to factors 

such as relationship building with new receiving staff and the reduced involvement of 

related service providers with the family. Participant 5 reported family use of English as a 

second language and related communication issues. Participant 7 had a higher percentage 

of conflicted relationships than any other participant, but these conflicts were related 

specifically to the involvement of the occupational therapists as related services 

providers, who were replaced twice during the transition because of conflicts with the 

family and a reported inability to fully service the sensory-related needs of the student.  

Table 7.   

Frequencies of the Strength of Relationships Reported on the Ecomap (percent) 

Participant  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

Strong 81 81 63 62 56 57 64 

Tenuous/Developing 15 19 27 33 39 37 10 
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Conflicted/Stressed 4 0 1 5 6 6 26 

 

Additional analysis of the ecomaps will be integrated into later sections on 

communication and relationships. The next section contains a full examination of each 

theme and supporting data. 

 

Answering the Questions 

The remainder of this chapter describes the richness of the interview data in support of 

the themes, while integrating evidence from the ecomap and questionnaire data. It applies 

step 3 of Glaser’s (1965) process, delimiting the theory from the themes. Glaser’s final 

step, writing the deduction, is presented in Chapter 5 of the study. 

Strategies Implemented in the Transition Process  

Sub-Question 1. How do transition strategies contribute to the kindergarten transition 

process for students with disabilities within the context of the district as a whole? 

Three themes related to transition strategies emerged during data analysis of the seven 

interview transcripts and the questionnaire, “Strategies Implemented to Aid in the 

Transition to Kindergarten.” These themes are (a) school district structures are beneficial 

to the use of high-intensity strategies, (b) transition practices differ by school, and (c) 

strategies are individualized for the student and family. The following subsections 

explore the findings related to each theme.  

School District Structures Are Beneficial to the Use of High-Intensity Strategies 

The subject school system’s Department of Special Education has put into place four 

main structures to facilitate the transition from preschool into kindergarten for students 
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with identified disabilities. The first is an annual transition meeting, which provides 

training specific to early childhood transition and time for sending and receiving staff to 

collaborate. The second is funding for substitute teachers to enable receiving special 

education kindergarten teachers to visit the preschool setting and attend the transition IEP 

meeting. Third, the district emphasizes collaborative IEP writing and provides a web-

based program to facilitate this process. Lastly, a representative of the receiving school is 

expected to attend all kindergarten transition IEP meetings. Many of the teachers reported 

that these structures are beneficial to the success of transitions within the school district.  

The launch of the district-facilitated transition process begins with a district-wide 

February transition meeting. Five of the seven interviewees reported that this meeting 

initiates the transition process for students exiting preschool with identified disabilities. A 

high percentage (81%) of the special education kindergarten teachers who completed the 

questionnaire reported attending this meeting (see Table 8). 

Table 8  

Attended District-Wide Kindergarten Transition Training or Meeting 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents  

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

3.6 1.183 3.5 3/4/5 83%  n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.6 .966 3.5 3 77% n=13 
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Total 

averages 

3.6 1.08 4 3 81% n=31 

 

The annual meeting consists of two parts. During the first half of the meeting, the 

district’s formal training on best practices in early childhood transition in provided. 

Teachers who do not attend the meeting miss the opportunity for professional 

development in the area of early childhood transition. The only interview participant who 

did not attend the transition meeting was also the only participant to report that the 

county provided her no training on the importance of developing relationships during the 

kindergarten transition.  

The second half of the February meeting is designed to allow 

articulation/coordination between sending and receiving staff. Sending preschool teachers 

prepare an articulation form prior to the meeting. All questionnaire respondents reported 

that the sending preschool provided information on the child (Table 9). 

Table 9  

Received Student-Specific Information from the Sending Preschool  

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.22 .878 4 5 100% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

3.38 1.043 3 3 & 4 100% n=13 
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Model 

Total  

averages 

3.87 1.024 4 4 100% n=31 

 

The Department of Special Education devised the articulation form to frame a 

brief conversation about transitioning students and to serve as a point of reference to 

share with staff upon returning to the receiving school. Participant 4 described the 

meeting in her interview in the following way: 

 At the meeting they (preschool staff) are to have articulation sheets filled out 

about each student. It is an overview of the hours that they have, any special 

needs that they have, if there is a behavior plan in place. It outlines the adults that 

would be involved with the student. We can have an open-ended discussion about 

that student at that time that is not a formal IEP meeting, which is great to give 

you some real insight to what’s really going on with the student. 

Similarly, questionnaire respondents reported receiving the student’s previous 

records 100% of the time (see Table 10). Although not addressed by interview 

participants, this reinforces the strong system structures that are in place to account for 

such logistical processes.  

Table 10 

Received Student’s Previous Records 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents  

Total n 

Early 4.22 .808 4 4 100% n=18 
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Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.46 .967 3 3 100% n=13 

Total  

averages 

3.90 .943 4 4 100% n=31 

 

The second half of this meeting is also a platform for planning observations of 

students in the preschool setting and coordinating IEP meeting times and dates. Without 

coordination with the sending teachers, the receiving teachers find themselves in 

challenging situations. Participant 4 described how problematic it is to plan meetings 

without having attended the February meeting. One year, she did not get IEP dates 

coordinated with the sending staff and ended up in a very difficult situation: “The first 

year that I was here we had to go to 10 different meetings, on five different days, at three 

different schools and it was kind of chaotic.” Subsequently, she has attended the February 

meeting and has coordinated back-to-back meetings with the sending preschools.  

The Department of Special Education provides funding to allow the special 

education kindergarten teacher to visit the sending preschool programs. Although 74% of 

questionnaire respondents reported visiting the student’s previous preschool setting to 

observe, and 45% of those respondents reported this strategy as critical to the transition, 

the finite amount of substitute time provided by the Department of Special Education was 

reported to be a difficulty: 
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…time, I mean they are only giving one half-day sub to go observe the kids or 

meet with the other teachers to write the IEPs, which is not enough time for any 

of that. Especially if you have to go to other schools. (Participant 5) 

Other participants shared similar sentiments. “I know the office of special ed allows a 

little bit of time with subs but if I have to rearrange my schedule because I need to be 

there more that’s OK with my administration” (Participant 3). Two of the interviewees 

reported that the support of the building administration in finding additional substitute 

funding or coverage was a strength in the process. Overall, teachers who reported 

observing the student in the preschool setting found it to be the most helpful strategy, 

other than participating in the IEP development and attending the actual transition IEP 

meeting (see Table 11). 

Table 11  

Observed the Student in Preschool Setting 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.28 .994 5 5 78% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

4.11 1.364 5 5 69% n=13 

Total 

averages 

4.21 1.126 5 5 74% n=31 
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The school district facilitates observations of the student at the sending preschool 

through the annual transition meeting, when observation dates and times are scheduled 

with sending preschool staff, and the provision of substitute funding. In cases where 

additional time was required, building administrators arranged for class coverage. 

Although these opportunities are provided, 26% of receiving special education 

kindergarten teachers did not observe the student in his/her preschool setting, perhaps 

because of staff changes or grade assignments, as was the case for Participant 7. As 

illustrated in Table 11, 78% of Early Childhood Model staff and 69% of Traditional 

Model staff reported observations in the sending preschool setting.  

Similarly, a higher percentage of Early Childhood Model teachers reported 

meeting with the preschool staff outside of the IEP meeting (see Table 12). This is not 

entirely surprising because the preschool and kindergarten are housed within the same 

building. Participant 6 reported that the close proximity of the regional early childhood 

center makes it easy to meet with sending preschool staff outside of the IEP meeting: 

“They [preschool teachers] are right down the hall so I have seen them more than just 

through the IEP meeting. They would come and ask my opinion when we were 

developing the IEP and things like that.” Table 12 illustrates the variations between the 

experiences of the Early Childhood Model staff and the Traditional Model staff.  

Table 12 

Met with Staff from the Sending Preschool Program Outside of the IEP Meeting 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 
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Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.41 .795 5 5 94% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.7 .948 4 4 77% n=13 

Total 

averages 

4.14 .907 4 5 87% n=31 

 

The Traditional Model kindergarten is not located in the same building as the 

preschool so access to the sending staff is limited. The special education kindergarten 

teachers, however, reported that they find time during observations to collaborate outside 

of the IEP meeting. Participant 3 explained how having a history of past collaboration 

with the sending school allowed her to get to know the students and families over a 

period of years:  

I go over there all the time. By the time these little guys are ready to come here I 

have already seen them since they were 3 and the families have met me…. I do it 

every year, and I am also eyeballing the 3-year-olds and the 4-year-olds, so by the 

time they are 5 I have a sense of who they are.  

The other two structures supported by the district are related to the transition IEP. 

First is collaborative IEP writing. The district-level special education staff encourage 

sending preschool teachers to actively collaborate with their receiving kindergarten 

counterpart in writing the IEP. The use of a web-based program called Tienet allows staff 
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to view and edit IEPs online from different locations. An Early Childhood Model special 

educator, Participant 5, recounts her collaborative IEP writing experience: 

She (preschool special educator) wrote the whole IEP, what she thought he 

needed. Then she emailed me and I went on Tienet and looked up his IEP… I 

emailed her back about a couple little things …she added whatever I sent that he 

couldn’t do onto the IEP.  

Many of the interview participants reported the use of email and Tienet as the main 

venues for collaborative writing of the IEP. But, teachers from the Early Childhood 

Model also reported opportunities to collaborate in more on-the-fly discussions: 

The teachers, they usually come down and ask me lots of questions, like what 

kind of modifications do you think she would need? Then they usually send me 

the draft and we take a look at that together. (Participant 6) 

Participants stressed the importance of collaborating so that the IEP aligns with the 

expectations of kindergarten, that is, a different curriculum and more hours spent in 

school by the child. The two Traditional Model teachers reported that their collaboration 

with the sending staff has generally occurred on the day of the IEP meeting —a practice 

that Participant 3 stated will be changed to include more prior collaboration during the 

upcoming school year.  

Overall 81% of receiving special education kindergarten teachers reported 

participation in the development of the transition IEP. Staff from both models found this 

transition strategy to be extremely helpful and close to critical, although teachers from the 

Early Childhood Model were more likely to use this strategy (see Table 13). 
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Table 13  

Participated in Development of the Transition IEP Before the Student Entered 

Kindergarten 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

participants 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.25 .930 4 5 89% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

4.55 .726 5 5 69% n=13 

Total 

Averages 

4.36 .860 5 5 81% n=31 

 

Finally, the district structures support attendance at the transition IEP meeting. A 

member of the receiving school staff is expected to be present at that meeting. Of the 

seven interviewees, all but 1 attended the transition IEP meeting. Participant 7 did not 

attend because she was not yet identified as the special education kindergarten teacher for 

the upcoming year. Staff changes like the one reported participant 7, could account for 

some of the 16% of survey respondents who did not report attending the transition IEP. 

Those who attended the transition IEP meeting viewed it as the most critical strategy in 

the transition process (see Table 14).  

Table 14  
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Attended the Student’s Transition IEP Meeting 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.37 .718 4 5 89% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

4.60 .699 5 5 77% n=13 

Total 

averages 

4.46 .706 5 5 84% n=31 

 

Participant 4 from the Traditional Model acknowledged the importance of the 

transition IEP meeting as a crucial step toward building relationships with families and 

smoothing the transition. “It’s a great time to meet the parents and establish that 

relationship. I think the best part of that meeting is to talk about the parent’s concerns 

going into a new school and a new setting in a larger classroom.”  

Transition Practices Differ by School 

The transition strategies used vary depending on the receiving/sending school. Many of 

these activities not only are available for students with disabilities, but also are supported 

by the school district’s Office of Early Childhood and therefore available for all students 

entering kindergarten. The first of these is kindergarten registration, which is the starting 

point for enrollment in the K-12 public school system; all students must be officially 
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registered, even those students who attended preschool programs through the public 

school system. This process differs from school to school. Participant 1 shares her 

experience with kindergarten registration: 

 The administration asks two kindergarten teachers or special educators to stay for 

late registration….The teachers stay for two nights until about seven or eight 

o’clock. We have a table set up and we have pictures of past kindergarteners and 

activities. We’re there for parents to talk to…. I think it was really positive.  

This more family-centered approach to kindergarten registration stems from a Maryland 

initiative to streamline the kindergarten transition process for all students. One goal is to 

increase parent outreach and support throughout the transition, as exemplified by 

Participant 5: 

The Early Childhood Office has been doing this transition initiative and trying to 

make the transition from preschool to kindergarten more parent friendly.…they 

want us to make registration not just they come in to fill out paperwork….we 

have a slide show for the parents to watch when they come in and register. We try 

to get parent volunteers to sit out there so if they have questions. 

Additionally, most schools offer a spring kindergarten orientation for families. The 

teachers reported that 84% of families were believed to attend general education 

kindergarten orientation.  

Table 15  

Student and Family Attended the General Education Kindergarten Orientation 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 



  

 

96 

 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.12 .957 4 5 89% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.8 .918 4 4 77% n=13 

Total 

averages 

4.0 .938 4 4 84% n=31 

 

Questionnaire data indicated that the vast majority of schools offer some kind of 

kindergarten orientation experience for families. However, each experience is unique to 

the school. Some participants reported that schools provide more than one opportunity for 

families to attend orientation by offering both spring and fall orientation. Participant 6 

explained one aspect of orientation distinct to her school: 

In May, after school, the kids got to go on a bus ride around the community so 

that was really fun! They got to come down to the classrooms. We showed them 

all 5 classrooms, read them a story, met all the teachers, and then the parents got 

information. 

Participant 4, one of the Traditional Model teachers, expressed a similar orientation 

experience for families: 

Closer to June, we do have an actual day when parents come and we have an open 

house. The parents get to sit and listen to the team (kindergarten) speak and the 

students come down to the classroom and get to hang out and play in the centers 

with the (current) kindergarteners. 
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Two of the interviewees reported that parents of students with disabilities may 

experience some sensitivity during this part of the transition process. Although both 

teachers did not interact with these families at the general education orientation, they 

consciously provided them with time and space to develop relationships within the 

general kindergarten school community as any other parent would: 

Oh they do have a bunch of stuff, and it is for everybody, not just the special 

needs kids. I don’t really know, because that’s part of where I let those families be 

like every other family. I back away and let them be a part of the incoming 

community. (Participant 3) 

This inclination to give parents space may, in part, account for why an average of only 

58% of special education kindergarten teachers reported attending the general education 

kindergarten orientation. There was wide variation in participation rates between the two 

models. Teachers from the Early Childhood Model participated 78% of the time, while 

teachers from the Traditional Model only 31% of the time, representing the second 

largest difference in participation rates from the questionnaire. Because of this large gap 

in practice, the mean reported in relation to the helpfulness of the strategy was not as 

dissimilar between models as might be expected (see Table 16). 

Table 16  

Attended the General Education Kindergarten Orientation 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

3.53 .759 3 3 78% n=18 
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Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.0 1.414 3.5 4 31% n=13 

Total 

averages 

3.38 .916 3 3 58% n=31 

 

The strategy with the largest difference in participation rates between the two 

models (see Table 17) was providing parents with written information about the school or 

program. Reasons for this disparity remain unclear.  

Table 17 

Provided Parents with Written Information About the School or Program 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

3.56 1.209 4 4 89% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.75 .500 4 4 33% n=12 

Total 

averages 

3.6 1.095 4 6 (N/A) 67% n=30 
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Another strategy with a wide disparity in implementation was calling parents (see 

Tables 18 and 19). Interviewees frequently mentioned calling parents as a method of 

communication, but they did not distinguish whether this contact was made prior to or 

after the start of the kindergarten year.  

 

Table 18  

Called the Child’s Parents Before Kindergarten Started 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

3.71 .1.069 4 3, 4, & 

5 

82% n=17 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.5 1.378 3.5 2 & 5 50% n=12 

Total  

averages 

3.65 .1.136 4 6 66% n=29 

 

Table 19  

Called the Child’s Parents After Kindergarten Started 

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 3.46 .877 3 4 76% n=17 
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Childhood 

Center 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

3.5 1.0 3.5 3 & 4 92% n=13 

Total  

averages 

3.48 .918 4 4 84% n=30 

 

The interviewees identified an additional four practices as school-wide transition 

strategies that were not captured in the district-level questionnaire. The first practice, 

reported only by Early Childhood Model teachers, provides an opportunity for preschool 

students to participate in “Move-Up Day” at the kindergarten without their families. On 

this day, the students have an opportunity to interact in the kindergarten environment, and 

the kindergarten teachers have an opportunity to observe the incoming preschoolers. 

Participant 6’s kindergarten team designed its move-up experience to ensure that all 

kindergarten teachers had time to observe each of the incoming preschool students: 

Students rotated through the 5 different kindergarten classrooms during center 

time. They got to play with the kindergarten kids for 35 minutes.…It gave the 

teachers a chance to sit down and know the kids…because we usually don’t know 

until the summertime who (general education teacher) is going to be taking 

inclusion we felt it was important that all the teachers know the students…  
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Participant 5 spoke about the benefit of having students experience Move-Up Day 

with the teachers they will have in the upcoming year, but this can be challenging when 

staffing decisions and class lists have not yet been formulated by the administration:  

We knew we were going to have two inclusion classes, so for the play date we 

tried to split the kids into two groups and have the play date with the general 

education teacher that we knew was going to be teaching (inclusion).…I think it 

was good because the kids actually see the classroom they are going to be in and 

the teachers they were going to have. 

Participants 2 and 4 also reported scheduling a day when the students in the 

regional early childhood center join the current kindergartners in an activity in the 

kindergarten inclusion classroom. Several Early Childhood Model teachers expressed 

concern that this experience is not available for students transitioning back to their home 

school or those coming from family-based or community-based preschools, which would 

be a valuable enhancement to the practice. “We don’t, however, have that opportunity for 

outside preschools to come in. So, if they’re not attending here, then that wouldn’t be 

available. That might be a good thing to kind of expand on” (Participant 1). 

The next building-specific strategy is implemented during the summer in all 

schools throughout the district. As Participant 6 explained, a summer baseline assessment 

of skills is conducted to assist in the development of class lists and to inform instructional 

practices for teachers:  

We do testing over the summer. It is not really a thing that is meant to help with 

transition but it kind of helps us because we get to see the parents one more time 

and we get to work with the students.  
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In addition, a number of participants referred to summer play-date opportunities set up by 

the Parent Teacher Association (PTA). These play dates are open to all students and bring 

children and families together to begin relationship building during the summer months.  

They have what’s called play group…One mom every year hosts all the children. 

…They make a lot of friends because they all go to different preschools…it 

makes transition a little bit easier for everybody. (Participant 2) 

Participant 3, who teaches in the Traditional Model, also shared that her school PTA 

sponsors activities: “I know this year they are even planning some summer games and 

picnics…I know they have asked for some PTA money for just different nights to bring 

the families and do different activities.” This transition strategy, reported by Early 

Childhood Model and Traditional Model teachers, appears to contribute to a sense of 

kindergarten community among families and children with or without disabilities.  

The last building-specific strategy is referred to as “Back-to-School Night” or 

“Open House” and is implemented in addition to Move-Up Day and play dates. This 

event provides all elementary school students and their families with the opportunity to 

see their assigned classroom, meet their teachers, and even see where their desk or table 

is situated. This event is in addition to kindergarten orientation and/or Move-Up 

Day.Participant 5 briefly spoke about this opportunity: “The whole school has an open 

house on the Friday before school starts. The kids come and meet their teachers and drop 

off their supplies either at their desk or their table spot.” Participants 2 and 6 reported a 

Back-to-School night in September that is geared toward providing parents with 

information about expectations for the kindergarten year.  
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Strategies Are Individualized for Students and Families 

  A tremendous amount of work is devoted to individualizing strategies to ensure 

successful kindergarten transition for students with identified disabilities. Ninety percent 

of special education kindergarten teachers (see Table 20) across the district reported 

creating individualized accommodations and materials, such as the following, for 

students as they transitioned into their kindergarten year: social stories, behavior charts, 

visuals, instructional materials, student and parent visits to receiving school, sending 

school staff visits and site-based recommendations, student-specific staff training (e.g., 

orthotics, feeding, toileting), and parent-created brochures.  

Table 20.  

Developed Individualized Strategies  

Kindergarten 

model 

Mean SD Median Mode Percentage of 

respondents 

Total n 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

4.37 .718 4 5 89% n=18 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

4.16 1.029 4.5 5 92% n=13 

Total 

averages 

4.28 .854 4.5 5 90% n=31 
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In order to streamline the creation of materials, one Early Childhood Model team meets 

with the sending preschool staff the week prior to students’ arrival, which is easy to 

arrange because both programs are housed in the same elementary school. Participant 6 

explained that “all 12 of us talk about the students in more detail…they hand off their 

schedules or slant boards, any modifications they have.” Participant 5 explained why the 

investment in this early preparation is worth her time: 

I made these (morning meeting manipulatives) prior. I mean if he needed it for a 

week he needed it for a week. If he needed it all year we would just use it all year. 

I know eventually I will probably have another kid that will need it 

The interviewees reported frequent use of social stories to prepare children for a new 

school, class, and teacher. Participant 2 creates them for her kindergarten students even 

though they will remain in the same elementary school building: 

It’s usually something to the effect, “Here I Go to Kindergarten” or something 

like that. I take pictures of them around playing in centers because they will on 

Move-Up Day….I always take pictures and make books. 

Participant 2 talked about one of her students who was transitioning from within her 

building but would be facing the cafeteria for the first time. The sending staff had 

identified the lunch room as an anxiety-provoking place. Because she was in the building, 

she was able to prepare him for the cafeteria, starting in the spring before kindergarten, 

partially through a social story about the cafeteria. Social stories are sometimes created by 

the sending school staff. Participant 5 assisted the sending preschool teacher during a visit 

to the receiving school: “She went around and took pictures of this school and made this 

boy a book about his new school so that mom and dad could read it to him in the 
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summer.” All interviewees reported a general willingness among staff to share ideas, 

resources, and accommodations that had worked in the past. Several teachers, including 

Participant 6, explained that they assume responsibility for ensuring that materials sent by 

the sending preschool teacher will work for the students in the new kindergarten 

environment. 

Besides creating visual supports, behavior charts, social stories, and other 

accommodations many of the teachers relied on various forms of visitation in preparation 

for the transition. Participant 4 from the Traditional Model explained that a sending 

preschool teacher visited her classroom to assist in setting up the space and looking for 

potential challenges, which she found to be extremely helpful in the transition process for 

this particular student. Some teachers encourage parents to offer feedback and tour the 

new setting. As Participant 1 explained, it is an opportunity for families and students to 

become more familiar with the building and the receiving kindergarten teacher: 

…we walked around different areas. We went to the art room to see if the stools 

were manageable. We went to the lunch room to see if the benches and going 

through the lunch line would be manageable. We looked at the playground. We 

did a whole school tour where we really looked at how or what support we needed 

to put into place to make sure he was successful.  

For some students transitioning into kindergarten, placement decisions are made 

during the transition IEP meeting based on the Least Restrictive Environment in which 

his/her needs can be met for the kindergarten year. These placements decisions are driven 

by the needs of the individual student and can have a direct impact on the transition 

process. In such a situation, Participant 3 encourages the parents to visit all possible 
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settings before the transition IEP meeting takes place. She also visits the other programs 

under consideration to be as informed a member of the transition IEP team as possible. “I 

attended and so because it was a placement decision, you know we just weren’t sure, I 

also visited the regional center to look at it.” 

  Because the Early Childhood Model employs a lower student:teacher ratio, the 

IEP transition team is sometimes faced with the choice of returning a child to his or her 

home school for kindergarten in a Traditional Model or keeping him or her for an 

additional year in the regional early childhood center. Both Participants 3 and 6 had been 

part of an IEP team facing this decision, as displayed on their ecomaps. Participant 3 

reported that her student had already completed an additional year of kindergarten in the 

regional early childhood center as a layer of preparation within the transition process. 

This decision was made by the team the year prior to ready him for the transition back 

into his home school. Participant 3 state, “I actually have to tell you he was in the RECC 

kindergarten, he is a kindergarten repeat. Based on his cognitive and developmental 

levels, that was the determination.” He would repeat kindergarten but in his home school 

environment. Participant 6 explained that her student had completed an additional year of 

preschool with educational opportunities both in the small-group environment of a 

regional program for students with intensive needs and part-time in the larger inclusive 

preschool environment: “Because this isn’t her home school we had to decide what the 

best placement would be for kindergarten, so one of the options is a RECC program, so 

should she stay here?” The IEP team determined that she would attend kindergarten at the 

regional early childhood center before transitioning back to her home school for first 

grade.  
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  Examples of transition strategies were reported in isolation, but they may have 

promoted successful transition for the individual child. Participant 1 shared the story of a 

mother who was immersed in her child’s transition experience and created a resource that 

would allow all new staff to get to know her child beyond the IEP: 

…she has a gift, a strength of communication and making sure that everyone is on 

the same page for this child. So one of the things I’ve never seen another parent 

do before—it was very strong—was over the summer she developed a pamphlet 

of her son. The pamphlet talked about who he was as a child. It talked about some 

of his syndrome and what behaviors are typical to children with these syndromes, 

talked about things that he likes, things that he doesn’t like. She not only gave it 

to me but she also gave it to the general ed (kindergarten) teacher, related service 

providers, and also the related arts. So the music teacher got one, the PE teacher, 

art teacher, technology teacher, librarian. It really introduced them to her son and 

it really set the tone for the whole year. It was amazing.  

  Overall sending and receiving staff devote a tremendous amount of time to form 

various strategies that ensure a well-supported kindergarten transition for students with 

identified disabilities. Some of these structures were put into place by the district to 

improve the transition culture within the whole district. Local building leaders then 

implement these strategies and a range of other supports in ways that uniquely serve their 

school population. Finally, in response to the nature of each child’s individual needs, 

school staff implement many personally designed strategies to provide the most seamless 

transition possible.  
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Communication 

Sub-question 2. How does communication between school personnel and families 

contribute to the development of relationships?  

The data analysis of the questionnaire, ecomaps, and interview transcripts 

revealed four themes related to communication and relationship development during the 

transition process: (a) face-to-face communication between school personnel is critical, 

(b) the role of technology in communication, (c) the receiving special education 

kindergarten teacher is a conduit of information, and (c) staying connected with families 

is important. The following sub-sections further explore the findings specifically related 

to each theme.  

Face-to-Face Communication Between School Personnel Is Critical 

 The questionnaire respondents reported that face-to-face communication takes 

place between a multitude of people throughout the transition process. Typically, the 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher and sending preschool teacher start the 

transition with a face-to-face meeting at the February transition meeting. This meeting is 

the catalyst for a many other personal interactions between sending and receiving staff, 

staff at the receiving building, receiving staff and families, and of course the receiving 

staff and the child. Opportunities for face-to-face communication appear to have an 

impact on the overall development of relationships, which is explored further in the next 

section of this chapter. Table 21 presents the frequencies with which each face-to-face 

meeting opportunity between sending and receiving staff took place as reported for the 

kindergarten transitions captured by the questionnaire. In an effort to reduce redundancy 
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full descriptive tables of the strategies are not presented in this or subsequent sections. 

Please refer to the previous section related to strategies Tables 5-20 for full descriptive 

information related to each strategy from the questionnaire.  

Table 21 

Frequencies Related to Face-to-Face Communication between School Personnel Is 

Critical (percent) 

Face-to-face communication is critical Early 

Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

Total 

averages 

You attended a district kindergarten 

transition training or meeting 

83 77 80 

You visited this child’s previous preschool 

setting to observe the child 

78 69 74 

You met with staff from the sending 

preschool program specifically about this 

child outside of the IEP 

94 77 86 

You participated in the development of the 

transition IEP for this child before the 

student entered kindergarten 

89 69 79 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 

meeting 

89 77 83 
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Overall participation was commensurate for the two models or somewhat higher for 

special education kindergarten teachers assigned to the Early Childhood Model. The most 

noticeable difference in face-to-face strategies between models was specifically meeting 

with the sending staff about the child outside of the IEP. Given the close proximity 

between kindergarten and preschool programs at the regional early childhood centers, this 

is not surprising. When the questionnaire responses are placed in rank order from the 

most critical to the least helpful strategy, attending the transition IEP meeting ranks 

highest (see Table 22). 

Table 22  

Face-to-Face Communication between School Personnel is Critical ratings 

Face-to-face communication is critical Early 

Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

District 

totals 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 

meeting 

4.37 4.6 4.46 

You participated in the development of the 

transition IEP for this child before the 

student entered kindergarten 

4.25 4.55 4.36 

You visited this child’s previous preschool 

setting to observe the child 

4.28 4.11 4.21 

You met with staff from the sending 

preschool program specifically about this 

child outside of the IEP 

4.41 3.7 4.14 
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 Interview participants also reported face-to-face opportunities for communication 

with school personnel as critical to the overall transition process. Many of their 

interactions occurred outside of the transition IEP meeting, which reflects the importance 

of activities such as the annual district transition meeting articulation and preschool 

observations. These activities likely contributed to high response rates reported in the 

questionnaire data. In total, 87% of questionnaire respondents reported meeting with the 

sending staff specifically about the child outside of the IEP meeting. Participant 4 shared 

why she considers face time to be so important to the transition process: “Before we had 

these open discussions, you got a piece of paper with very minimal information and 

trying to plan for a student that you do not know is very difficult.” More than one 

participant stressed the important nature of sharing discreet information during personal 

meetings. One participant noted that the one-to-one conversations she has with the 

sending preschool teacher offer deeper insights in a less formal setting than the IEP 

meeting. She can then proactively prepare for the student’s needs before they even arise. 

Participant 3 explained why chances to share more intimate knowledge about student and 

family situations can assist staff in providing the right amount of support during the 

transition:  

The teachers have one-on-one meetings where they really share information that 

you might not put out in an IEP meeting…they share prior knowledge. If they 

(parents) are worried you know what they need, what the family needs as well, so 

that I can be sure we are ready to give that.  
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This kind of personalization, which can only take place when people meet in person, also 

impacts communication among team members, particularly during difficult 

conversations. Participant 1 explained, “Let’s share this with the whole team, or in the 

name of honest and open communication this is what we need, or this is what’s not 

working for us…it’s been positive.” When asked about the strengths of the transition 

process, Participant 7, who serves on both the elementary and regional early childhood 

center staff, indicated that the close proximity of the preschool program within the center 

makes a big impact on communication and overall transition success. Participant 2, from 

the Early Childhood Model, confirmed this sentiment: “We have open dialogue about 

pretty much everything all the time.”  

Opportunities for face-to-face communication between school staff play a large 

role in a successful kindergarten transition for students with identified disabilities. Data 

gathered through the interviews and the questionnaire indicated that this personal 

communication impacts the development of relationships among transition team 

members and in turn the quality of the kindergarten transition for the students. 

Information specific to the benefits of close communication with families is highlighted 

later in the section Staying Connected with Families is Important.  

The Role of Technology in Communication  

As discussed in the section related to Strategies, in the subject school district, IEPs are 

written collaboratively using a web-based program called Tienet. To avoid duplication, 

this paper does not provide an in-depth analysis of Tienet as a form of technology-based 

communication, although it is clearly one of the primary ways that special education 

kindergarten teachers receive important information about students with disabilities 
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transitioning into kindergarten. According to all seven interviewees, in addition to face-

to-face communication, email is used to keep communication lines open and add to the 

development of relationships throughout the transition. Participant 5 reported using email 

to follow up on conversations that began at the February transition meeting: 

I usually come back and share whatever information we got with the whole team 

(receiving) and then I usually send out an email. I actually sent it just yesterday 

asking for all the review dates for all the kids coming to kindergarten so we can 

attend those IEP meetings. 

Participant 6 reported that if she is unable to make the February meeting, the sending 

staff will use email to initiate contact in the transition process. Participant 4, from the 

Traditional Model, reported the use of a variety of communication modes, but confirmed 

that email is often used to exchange information during the transition process: 

I would say most of our contact is through email, with some face-to-face meeting 

and things like that. But, most of the going back and forth with ideas and stuff is 

through email. And that’s of course how it’s kept open throughout the transition 

process.  

Not only is email used to set up meeting dates and observations after the February 

transition meeting, it is also used to articulate information between various transition 

team members. Participant 7 explained how the behavior specialist used email to share 

information during the transition period. “Our behavior person from RECC always is 

really good. About this time of year I’ll start getting emails from her and things that she 

has been using with students. She is great about sharing strategies and tangible items that 

she has created for students as well.”  



  

 

114 

 

Participant 5 rated the overall relationships in her student’s transition as strong. 

She also noted that most of the communication about his transition was via email. “We 

emailed a lot since we only actually saw each other in person two times prior to the IEP 

meeting and then one other time after the IEP meeting. Most of our communication was 

through email.” This finding leads to the conclusion that, although face-to-face meetings 

were rated as close to critical by the questionnaire respondents, email also is a significant 

contributor to the development of relationships between sending and receiving teams.  

Participant 5 also reported using email to continue the relationship with the 

sending staff after the child has entered kindergarten. She used email to update sending 

staff about one student’s transition from a more substantially separate program into the 

inclusive kindergarten environment:  

I emailed the special ed teacher just to update her. I just did that a couple of 

months ago, on how well he is doing to share with the speech therapist, how much 

progress he has made, and that really I think it’s because he was with other peers 

(role models) that were talking and he was actually learning during a natural 

language environment.  

It was apparent throughout the interviews that email is one preferred method of contact 

and should not be underestimated as a tool for relationship building. It is therefore critical 

that staff understand the importance of this method of contact along with the best 

etiquette for its use.  

 Online social networking sites are prevalent in society today. Although she did 

not use it herself, Participant 2 observed relationship building between staff members and 

families through Facebook: “Now, I will say they all have this Facebook connection that 
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I do not have and mom is part of that Facebook connection…It’s not something that I 

would do until after that child has left me but, you know, it’s not really my place to tell 

them no. I just frown upon it.” Many school systems have specific parameters regarding 

the use of social networking sites. All staff should be made aware of the risks inherent in 

the use of social networking sites as well as the school system’s policies regarding their 

use. It was not apparent in this study that receiving special education kindergarten 

teachers are using these sites during the transition process.  

 The use of technology in the kindergarten transition process is prevalent within 

the subject school district. The use of Tienet, a web-based IEP writing program, has 

contributed to some of the collaboration between sending and receiving staff and may be 

an area for further exploration. The importance of email as a method of communication 

and relationship building was evident in all interview transcripts. Finally, one interviewee 

noted the use of a social networking site by early childhood staff. Although reported just 

once, this emerging form of relationship building and connection should be placed under 

serious scrutiny by school districts to ensure that current policies regarding the use of 

such sites are communicated to and understood by all staff members.  

The Receiving Special Education Kindergarten Teacher Is a Conduit of Information 

This study highlights the role of the receiving special education kindergarten teacher 

during the kindergarten transition for students with identified disabilities. The data 

analysis revealed that these teachers play a major part in disseminating information to the 

receiving school kindergarten team and maintaining the lines of communication. A 

number of the strategies reported in the questionnaire represent opportunities for the 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher to gather and share information. Table 
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23 reports the frequencies of strategy use that contribute to these efforts. Please refer to 

Tables 5-20 for full descriptions of these strategies.  

Table 23 

Frequencies Related to the Receiving Special Educator Is a Conduit of Information 

(percent) 

The receiving special education kindergarten 

teacher is a conduit of information 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

Total 

averages 

You attended a district kindergarten 

transition training or meeting 

83 77 80 

You visited this child’s home before the 

student entered kindergarten 

6 8 7 

You visited this child’s home after the 

student entered kindergarten 

6 17 14 

You visited this child’s previous preschool 

setting to observe the child 

78 69 74 

You met with staff from the sending 

preschool program specifically about this 

child outside of the IEP 

94 77 86 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 

meeting 

89 77 83 

 



  

 

117 

 

Table 24 presents the calculated means for the perceived benefits of the strategies related 

to communicating and gathering and sharing information, based on the Likert scale 

ratings reported on the questionnaire. On average, the strategies were considered to be 

close to critical to helpful. Home visits were not reported with enough frequency to allow 

for descriptive statistics.  

Table 24 

The Receiving Kindergarten Special Education Teacher Is a Conduit of Information 

Ratings 

The receiving special education kindergarten 

teacher is a conduit of information 

Early 

Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

Total 

averages 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 4.37 4.6 4.46 

You visited this child’s previous preschool 

setting to observe the child 

4.28 4.11 4.21 

You met with staff from the sending 

preschool program specifically about this 

child outside of the IEP 

4.41 3.7 4.14 

You attended the district kindergarten 

transition training or meeting 

3.60 3.60 3.60 

 

The ecomap analysis revealed a wide variety of stakeholders involved in the transition of 

individual students. As reported in Table 5, overall the seven ecomaps identified 41 

different individual roles during the transition process. On average the interviewees 



  

 

118 

 

reported communicating directly with nine different transition team members during the 

process, as evidenced by the ecomap arrows that directly connected to the receiving 

special education kindergarten teacher. Table 25 shows how many transition team 

members each interview participant communicated with throughout the child’s transition. 

Table 25 

Number of Transition Team Members Communicating  

with Receiving Special Education Teachers  

Participant Transition Team 

Members  

Participant 1 6 

Participant 2 7 

Participant 3 11 

Participant 4 11 

Participant 5 8 

Participant 6 11 

Participant 7 9 

 

The communications flow lines on the ecomaps showed that no other role was connected 

with as many individuals. However, because the data captured by this study reflects the 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher’s perspective, there may be reporting 

bias or simply an inability to accurately report the connections between other members of 

the transition team. This being said, there remains a sense that the receiving special 
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education kindergarten teacher is responsible for communicating with more stakeholders 

than any other individual in the process.  

Interview participants reported being responsible for sharing information with 

receiving school team members after articulation, observation, or the transition IEP 

meeting. Participant 1 described how she brought information back to her team.  

No one came to the IEP meeting with me….I just relayed all the information after 

the meeting back to everyone so that they had an idea of where he was coming 

from, what kind of program he was in, what he was doing, and why we should 

send him here. 

Participant 2 reported she also filters what information is relevant to the general 

education kindergarten teacher. She acts as the point person in the transition process: 

…all the general ed teachers and support staff rely on me for all of that 

(information). That’s the way they’re used to doing things—I mean they might 

have questions but they are going to come to me. They are not going to go to the 

preschool teacher because they expect me to be able to interpret everything…She 

(the general educator) has other responsibilities and is on a needs-to-know kind of 

basis.  

Participant 1 shared a similar experience regarding the communication between the 

related service providers and the general educator. She reported that related service 

providers often consult with her about schedules and services rather than with the general 

education teacher. Participant 4 from the Traditional Model described how she negotiated 

the related service provider’s hours on the transition IEP team based on recommendations 

from the sending staff and feedback from her own team. During the development of the 
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ecomap, Participant 6 commented on her role to not only communicate information to all 

staff involved in her student’s kindergarten day but also assist in training staff when 

additional supports were required. She eased the transition process by providing access to 

information and training about this student’s individual educational and behavioral needs.  

Participant 3 believed that she played a major role in allaying fears and providing 

information to team members during her student’s transition, although her work began 

prior to his arrival: 

…you know there is a lot of focus on me now because I have information and 

they (the receiving team) want to hear it…my related service people, you know 

there are key phrases that could make them really nervous like toileting and they 

haven’t had the opportunity to listen to the teacher who is sending saying “Oh this 

little kid is GREAT! This kid can do that!”  

During her observation Participant 3 took pictures of her student for administrators to 

show them who he was and what he could do while she articulated with them. She 

believed this would help to alleviate concerns about meeting his complex physical and 

cognitive needs. Participant 5 played a role in reducing staff concerns about her student’s 

transition. Specifically, the sending speech/language pathologist had concerns about the 

receiving school’s ability to meet his communication and academic needs. Participant 5 

provided information on how the team would meet the student’s needs within the 

inclusive environment, which helped him make a successful transition to his inclusive 

home school kindergarten class rather than a separate regional program for students with 

autism.  
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As a member of the IEP transition team and representative of the receiving 

school, often the receiving special education kindergarten teacher is one of the IEP team 

members involved in decisions regarding Least Restrictive Environment and placement. 

Both Participants 3 and 5 reported sharing information about the receiving school 

program and helping to determine whether they had the ability to meet the child’s needs 

within their specific kindergarten model.  

Triangulation of the data from questionnaire, ecomaps, and interview transcripts 

confirmed the important role of the receiving special education kindergarten teacher as 

the key person to attend meetings, gather information, disseminate knowledge, and work 

with multiple stakeholders to create a positive kindergarten transition experience for 

students. Participant 2 summarized the importance of her role: 

You either have it or you don’t, and building a relationship with your peers, your 

colleagues, and the parents is what is going to make or break the transition. So, in 

a nutshell it is my job to facilitate that relationship in order to make that transition. 

Staying Connected with Families Is Important 

 All study participants viewed family involvement in the transition as important 

and communication as critical to involvement. Tables 26 and 27 report questionnaire data 

regarding how frequently each strategy involving families was reported and the extent to 

which the receiving special education kindergarten teachers found the strategy to be 

helpful. Attending the transition IEP meeting was considered most critical and was most 

often used. Other forms of outreach to parents included calling the family before the start 

of the school year and encouraging the family to meet the receiving staff before the child 
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entered kindergarten. Please refer to Tables 8-20 for full descriptions of the strategies 

related to staying connected to families.  

Table 26  

Frequencies Related to Staying Connected with Families Is Important (percent) 

Staying connected with families is important Early 

Childhood 

Model 

Traditional 

Elementary 

Model 

Total 

averages 

You called this child’s parents before the 

student entered kindergarten 

82 50 66 

You called this child’s parents after the 

student entered kindergarten 

76 92 84 

The parents of this child were encouraged to 

meet the staff before the student entered 

kindergarten 

82 85 83 

You visited this child’s home before the 

student entered kindergarten 

6 8 7 

You visited this child’s home after the 

student entered kindergarten 

6 17 14 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 89 77 83 

 

Table 27   

Staying Connected with Families Is Important Ratings 

Staying connected with families is important Early Traditional Total 
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Childhood 

Model 

Elementary 

Model 

averages 

You attended this child’s transition IEP 4.37 4.6 4.46 

The parents of this child were encouraged to 

meet the staff before the student entered 

kindergarten 

4.14 3.81 4.00 

You called this child’s parents before the 

student entered kindergarten 

3.71 3.50 3.65 

You called this child’s parents after the 

student entered kindergarten 

3.46 3.50 3.48 

 

Analysis of the ecomaps uncovered interesting information related to family 

involvement in the transition process. All seven ecomaps identified the child’s mother as 

being centrally involved in the transition. Four of the seven ecomaps included the child’s 

father; reasons for the father’s omission from the other three ecomaps were not 

investigated. Only one interview participant included siblings on the ecomap. In this case 

a sibling had attended the same regional early childhood center and was therefore 

considered to be a part of the transition process for that individual child.  

On all seven ecomaps the relationship between the mother and the receiving 

special education kindergarten teacher was coded as strong with communication flowing 

both ways. Two ecomaps depicting the father’s involvement indicated strong 

relationships, with communication flowing from the receiving school staff to the father. 

Participant 7 stated, “I think he (father) has come to one of the meetings we’ve had this 
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year but we really communicate mostly with mom.” Participant 5 explained, “I had a 

good relationship with dad. It was just less contact. It was more with mom.” An analysis 

of the interview transcripts confirmed that when both parents are involved in the 

transition process, the mother is more likely to be the main point of contact.  

The analysis of the interview transcripts also revealed that the school district 

emphasizes the importance of families in the transition process. A quote from Participant 

2 represented other participants’ statements: 

The county puts out this guide, so when I was first trained I used that guide to 

help me. Their expectation is to have a lot of parental involvement. To start as 

early as possible, to make all the appropriate decisions, to have parents observe… 

Participant 5 described best case scenarios for facilitating the transition process: “They 

[Department of Special Education] definitely stress the importance of including the 

family in everything and making the family feel comfortable and easing their 

nervousness.” Participant 1 confirmed the department’s emphasis on family involvement 

in the transition process but added a recommendation for improving communication and 

relationship building with families: 

I think they [Department of Special Education] could improve on doing more 

relationship building with families for teams because I feel like some of it is so 

procedural and so data based that sometimes it feels like an assembly line. 

Students are coming, we’re transitioning them out, and it’s like a conveyor belt. 

So it would be nice to have some more opportunities to really get to know the 

families outside of the procedures… maybe a luncheon for teachers and parents of 
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special needs students to just get together … get to know people on more of a 

personal level.  

Interview participants also viewed the frequency of communication with parents 

as valuable to the transition process. For many participants some form of communication 

families occurred daily to ensure that school and home were working together. 

Participants 2 and 6 reported using a daily communication book:  “We chat every day 

through a communication book. She will get back to me maybe twice a week. But she 

definitely reads it because sometimes she will call” (Participant 6). Participant 4 had daily 

contact with her student’s mother in the form of a behavior chart, and Participant 7 

communicated face-to-face with her student’s mother during drop-off and pick-up times: 

“Honestly one of the things that has really helped is that she walks Ross to school. I get 

to see her in the morning at drop off and at the end of the day. So, we are able to 

communicate on a daily basis that way and then any concerns we’ve had we’ve been able 

to talk freely about.” The participants reported communication with families through all 

methods including daily written communication such as behavior charts and 

communication books, email, telephone calls, and face-to-face meetings.  

Contact with the family was not limited to the receiving special education 

kindergarten teacher. Participant 6 reported,  

She [mother] also calls the general educator. She feels comfortable I think with 

both of us because when she calls she will ask for either of us and then you know 

where my past experience the parents would always call the special educator 

when they need to speak to someone.  
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Although communication between the family and the general education kindergarten 

teacher was  reported infrequently during interviews, such two-way communication was 

visible on the ecomaps.  

 Several participants provided examples of how communication with the family 

impacted the student’s experience and daily functioning in kindergarten. For example, 

Participant 5 worked with the family to help her student become more comfortable with 

riding the bus to school in order to reduce his separation anxiety:  

We discussed with the parents that he really needed to take the bus to school 

because that was an issue he had faced in the other program when they first 

started they were driving him and he couldn’t handle the separation from the 

parent. 

Participant 2 worked with her student’s family to bring him into school to experience the 

cafeteria prior to entering kindergarten: “I know I was in contact with the mother in the 

springtime about getting him into the cafeteria, learning how to buy lunch, stuff like that. 

This was important to the student’s transition because he had a history of prior anxiety 

around lunch time and the school cafeteria.” 

 The school district supports communication with families as one critical aspect of 

the kindergarten transition. The study participants agreed that open and frequent 

communication with parents is important to the transition process. Many different 

methods of communication are used, with no one method considered better than another. 

In most cases, the child’s mother is the main point of contact between the school and 

home. Additionally, although communication between the family and the general 



  

 

127 

 

education kindergarten teacher was reported, it is most often the special education 

kindergarten teacher who communicates with the family on a regular basis.  

  

Relationships 

Open, frequent, ongoing communication between stakeholders is critical to a successful 

kindergarten transition. In part, this is because with communication comes relationship 

development.  

Sub-question 3. How do relationships develop between school personnel and families 

during the kindergarten transition for students with disabilities? 

Analysis of the development of relationships between school personnel and families was 

conducted using the ecomaps and the interview transcripts. The questionnaire data were 

not considered, because they were determined to be more closely aligned with measures 

of the use of strategies and communication during the transition rather than of the deep 

relationship building between transition team members. Three themes emerged related to 

how relationships form throughout kindergarten transition for students with disabilities: 

(a) trust and open communication are key components to building relationships, (b) 

barriers to relationships exist, and (c) the length of time and prior history impact 

relationships. The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to findings related to these three 

themes.  

Trust and Open Communication Are Key Component to Building Relationships 

Table 28 provides the frequency distribution of strong relationships between transition 

team members as depicted on the ecomaps. The majority of transition team members 

share strong relationships, but variation in relationship development was reported.  
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Table 28  

Frequencies of Strong Relationships Reported on the Ecomap (percent) 

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strong 81 81 63 62 55 57 64 

 

Interview participants were asked to describe the factors that contribute to the 

development of strong relationships during the transition process. They frequently 

referred to trust and communication as central to the process of relationship building 

among all transition team stakeholders. As Participant 3, whose student transitioned from 

the regional early childhood center to the Traditional Model, reflected on her strong 

relationship with the sending early childhood staff, “I had to show that I trusted them first 

before they could trust me. I also think that the fact that my mind was open, yeah I can do 

this in his home school, I think that helped.” This student’s transition was unique because 

he had complex physical and cognitive needs and was a possible candidate for another 

more restrictive regional program. However, even with his complex needs, openness and 

trust on the part of the family and the home school receiving staff created a strong 

transition environment.  

Strong relationships between staff members were frequently associated with the 

feeling of successful transition for the child, regardless of the kindergarten model 

involved. Participant 1 said, “I absolutely feel like the relationship with the school-based 

teams impacts the child’s transition. When you know that your colleagues are invested in 

your students it makes the transition a lot easier.” Participant 4 echoed this sentiment 

when talking about the strength of relationships between her own school-based team 

members in the Traditional Model: 
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Also most of the people that are involved in the transition process have been very 

open and honest about the students that we are getting and it has made a huge 

difference…as far as the team here at my school I think having a strong 

relationship did benefit any students we had coming in… someone to lean on is a 

definite strength, having a team you can trust and rely on.  

When asked how that strong a relationship is developed within a school team, Participant 

4 responded, “That’s a good question. You have to have people that are very open 

minded and flexible, like yoga flexible in special education.” Some interview participants 

from the Early Childhood Model reported having team-building opportunities outside of 

school to strengthen relationships within the team. Participant 1 noted the importance of 

personal relationships: “We try at least once a month to do something outside of the 

school whether it’s dinner or a family get-together. Just building those relationships 

outside of school with our team seems to be very positive.” Participant 2 also reported 

having social relationships with her fellow team members outside of school: “We are 

really close. I mean, we spend a lot of time outside of work together.” Regarding the 

strength of the kindergarten transition, she stated, “I think developing relationships with 

your colleagues is number one because once they get to know you and how you do things 

and vice versa it is a much smoother process.” Placing specific emphasis on team 

building as a whole appeared crucial to developing strong relationships and in turn strong 

transitions for students.  

Participant 3 highlighted the importance of mutual trust between staff and family 

to smooth transitions in her description of the actual transition IEP meeting. At the 

meeting the sending special education teacher and the receiving special education teacher 
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sat on either side of the mother, forming a sense of solidarity between the family and the 

teachers.  

I just happened to think it is the nature of this family. They really trust us at the 

local level. They want to know the teacher. They are grateful and that’s all. They 

don’t need to know all these [indicated district staff on the ecomap] as she said, to 

quote the mother, “You are the experts” but she needed to be flanked by her 

teachers.  

Participant 3 then described her student’s transition: “For David it was almost beautiful, 

he is a really open character, and he just feels the love. But, I think for his mother it 

almost felt like we were handing her to each other with care and I think she felt that.” 

This thoughtful and compassionate approach to building relationships with families was 

not unique to Participant 3’s experience.  

Participant 4 reported that open communication with her student’s mother helped 

her to build a strong relationship during the transition. She viewed her relationship with 

the mother as stronger than the relationship that Lynette’s mother had with the sending 

preschool teacher. She believed that this strong relationship contributed to positive 

behavior changes in the student. Findings clearly indicate the importance of open and 

honest communication coupled with trust to build strong relationships between 

stakeholders during the transition, which translate to smoother transitions for children 

with identified disabilities exiting preschool and entering kindergarten. School systems 

must emphasize relationship building not only between staff and families but also 

between sending and receiving teams, who interact during this important transition 

period. 
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Barriers to Relationships Exist 

  During the data analysis, several barriers to building relationships during the 

kindergarten transition became evident. These barriers include fear and apprehension 

over the transition, personality differences among transition team members, inability of 

service providers to meet students’ needs, and uncertainty about staffing for the 

upcoming year. They were represented by red lines of conflict and blue lines of 

developing relationships on the ecomaps (see Table 29).    

Table 29  

Frequencies of Tenous/Developing and Conflicted/Stressed Relationships Reported on 

the Ecomap (percent) 

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Tenuous/Developing 15 19 27 33 39 37 10 

Conflicted/Stressed 4 0 1 5 6 6 26 

 

Participant 4 described initial feelings of trepidation about the February transition 

meeting. As a new Traditional Model special education kindergarten teacher she was 

apprehensive about what questions to ask and how to interact with the sending teachers. 

After working with the administration, her anxiety decreased and she became 

comfortable with that aspect of the process. She explained, 

Also the experience now of having good situations and bad situations has helped 

me form a much better transition process because I’m not going in with my guard 

up as much and I know the right questions to ask now which was a huge. My first 

years I didn’t know what to say or do but now I know what questions to ask. 
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This anxiety is likely present in many teachers new to the kindergarten transition process 

and should be addressed during training and professional development activities.   

 In three cases the decisions about placement and Least Restrictive Environment, 

which are made during IEP process and impact how the transition of an individual child 

is addressed, caused fear and apprehension among both staff and families. In one case the 

IEP team decided to retain Participant 6’s student at the regional early childhood center 

for an additional year of more intensive supports. Her older brother had attended his 

home school kindergarten, so her mother had already built relationships with the home 

school staff. Participant 6 explained that the choice to keep the student at the center was 

accompanied by concerns and questions: 

She is very nervous for her daughter to go back next year and would prefer that 

she stay at this school but I think it’s just because this relationship (indicated the 

home school staff on the ecomap) is still developing.  

Feelings of apprehension are not limited to the students and their families. Participant 3, a 

receiving special education kindergarten teacher in the Traditional Model, transitions 

students from the regional early childhood centers into the home school kindergarten. She 

felt apprehensive about her student’s transition back to his home school because he had 

significant physical and cognitive needs: “I think that the little guy looked so involved 

that everyone was scared and the sending school is always afraid because you are always 

worried that your kid is going to fall through the cracks.”  

Fortunately, her student’s transition went well, and this success is expected to influence 

future transition-related decisions. There has been a shift in philosophy across the district 
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to send more students with intensive needs to their home schools for the kindergarten 

year.  

The little person David that I am thinking about today has helped that shift 

because he sounded like someone that everyone was afraid for. They were afraid 

to let go…here he is and he’s a person in the school. I think that is going to make 

a change for little guys coming. 

Participant 5 reported an experience similar to that of Participant 3. Her student was 

transitioning from a specialized regional program for students with autism to his home 

school, which housed a regional early childhood center. The very strong relationship and 

trust between the sending staff and the student’s mother helped the mother to trust the 

receiving staff: “They were very nervous because they were coming to a new school, a 

new teacher, a new everything. So, I feel like she (sending preschool teacher) tried to 

make them more comfortable with that.”  

Interestingly the students of Participants 3 and 5 faced similar situations during 

their transitions. Both had a related service provider who did not agree with the IEP team 

about transitioning the student back to the home school. Participant 5 was able to 

convince the related service provider that the inclusion classroom could meet the 

student’s needs. She reported that she had recently sent an email to the sending team, 

sharing the student’s tremendous progress in the inclusive kindergarten classroom. 

Participant 3 reported that the related service provider was concerned about the level of 

support that the Traditional Model kindergarten at his home school would be able to 

provide. However, she said that the outcome was slightly different:  
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The interesting thing is that person now has an opportunity to work in this 

building. That was just probably a fluke but she can see it’s OK. So, maybe the 

teams need time to see each other’s placements because typically it’s just me 

(who visits the other placements). 

Allowing time for concerned transition team members to visit the receiving school may 

be an excellent strategy to alleviate fears and strengthen the transition team and process 

as a whole.  

 Personality differences also are a barrier to relationship building among staff. 

Receiving special education kindergarten teachers work with a wide variety of staff 

during the transition. The ecomaps revealed that, on average, 15 different transition team 

members but as many as 24 transition team members are involved in the transition 

process for a single student. The participants reported personality conflicts between a 

wide range of transition team members. Participant 1 attributed the conflict between two 

teachers on the receiving staff to personality differences: 

I think honestly with this one [indicates ecomap] it’s just personality. They’ve had 

to communicate and collaborate on things like kindergarten registration and/or 

articulation forms and even though they both were in agreement on what should 

be done I think it was the personality conflict  

Participant 7 reported working on a transition team with a general educator with a very 

strong personality. Her strong personality proved difficult for the previous special 

education teacher to work with, which was coded as such on the ecomap. Participant 7 

said, “I think the difference honestly is that I just deal with her and I don’t really mind it. 

I think the other special educator that worked with her had stronger opinions.” At times 
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interview participants coded relationships as strong on the ecomap despite personality 

differences that influenced the relationship. Participant 7 reported, “The OT I guess we 

have a strong relationship she is just very—we actually work well together—she is just 

very opinionated and you have to learn to work with her. But, we still have a good 

relationship.” Personalities cannot be changed, but their effects on team building and 

student transitions are important and should be considered.  

In two out of the seven interviews, participants reported conflict between 

transition team members due to a related service provider’s inability to meet the needs of 

the student in transition. In Participant 7’s case, it was unclear why the needs were not 

being met, but the conflict motivated the student’s teachers and family to advocate for a 

change: “I think it was a stressful relationship because mom was concerned that the hours 

weren’t being met.” This student’s ecomap indicated multiple occupational therapist 

(OT) changes during the fall of his kindergarten year. Participant 7 explained that the 

changes “went on behind the scenes. We were just told once it happened but we 

advocated for Ross to whoever would listen.” The most recent OT addition to student’s 

team was coded with a blue line (i.e., developing relationship) on the ecomap, and it was 

reported that relationships were improving with this new staff member.  

In the second case, the sending school psychologist was included on the ecomap, 

but the receiving school psychologist was excluded. When asked why, the recipient 

responded:  

He was invited to everything. He is actually on his IEP but has yet to see 

him…they put the school psychologist to be periodically on so if there is no 

relationship—I mean it’s not horrendous. It’s not red. 
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She chose to code her relationship with the receiving school psychologist blue, but she 

omitted relationship lines between the school psychologist and any other transition team 

members or the student.  

The last significant barrier reported by several interview participants was not 

knowing staff decisions before the end of the school year. As a result, the teacher who 

observes the student in preschool and who attends the transition IEP in the spring may 

not be the student’s teacher the following year. As Participant 6 explained,  

Like last year I went to all the kindergarten transition meetings knowing I was 

only going to have half of those kids. So, they (parents) all met me and I didn’t 

end up having half of them. So, they can develop a good relationship with the 

school, like I am just a representative, but I might not necessarily be their child’s 

future teacher.  

Participant 7 also considered the timing of staffing decisions to be the biggest challenge 

in the kindergarten transition process. In her student’s case, staff changes were made after 

his transition IEP meeting and preschool observation. Because she was not the teacher 

who participated in these activities, she had to acquire most of her understanding about 

her student(s) by reviewing the IEP and meeting notes in the web-based Tienet program. 

Whenever possible, school administrators should make staff changes early enough in the 

spring to enable inclusion of new staff in the transition process from the beginning.  

 The interview process revealed various barriers to relationship building and the 

transition process. Fear and apprehension about the transition can impact developing and 

conflicted relationships. Personality differences and concerns about service providers’ 

abilities to meet student needs can also influence the process. Finally, late staffing 
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decisions can affect the transition team’s ability to prepare for the transition and to build 

the appropriate relationships.  

The Length of Time and Prior History Impact Relationships  

 The length of time school personnel and families knew each other and prior 

history of relationships impact future interactions in positive and negative ways 

throughout the transition process. Every interaction that takes place during the transition 

affects the course of the relationships between transition team members. Past interactions 

establish expectations for future relationships, not only between staff and families but 

also between sending and receiving staff. As a consequence, the participants considered 

initial and continued connections between transition team stakeholders to be important 

aspects of the transition.  

 The first four interview participants coded less than 5% of their relationships as 

conflicted. When asked to elaborate, Participant 2 stated,  

I don’t think I’ll have any red lines because, you know, history helps. He’s been 

in our Early Childhood Center since infants and toddlers so he’s known all of us 

for the whole time. So, I would say they are extremely strong relationships. 

Teachers from the regional early childhood center reported that having the transition take 

place within the same team and building was a strength in the process. Participant 6 

believed that the sending team’s strong relationship with the family facilitated her 

receiving team’s ability to form a partnership with the family during the transition. 

Participant 3, from the Traditional Model, reported that families who see strength in the 

relationship between the sending and receiving team feel supported in the transition 
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process: “I think when the parents see us working as a team their level of confidence in 

the school is raised. I think it helps allay their fears.”  

Participant 2 reported feeling some initial anxiety about her ability to emulate the 

very strong, existing relationship between the sending staff and her student’s mother: “I 

would say that the friendship between the mother and the preschool special ed teacher 

was hard for me to emulate…It was just a challenge for me to find my own relationship 

with her.” Yet, she was able to develop her own relationship with the family that she 

considered to be strong and a positive contributing factor to the student’s smooth 

transition.  

As reported by two Early Childhood Model teachers, referring to Traditional 

Model teachers from the student’s home school, prior history can set up negative 

expectations for future transitions. Participant 1 explained,   

…there are some teams that also—you know, they get the paperwork and they set 

it aside for June or August or September. So then when September comes around 

it’s like where is this child’s behavior intervention plan? Where is this?... if you 

had been involved the whole time in it you would be more familiar with the 

student. 

Participant 6 also had experiences with one of the home schools that negatively impacted 

her expectations for the transition transitions, 

Things don’t seem to get lost when I work with other schools. The paperwork 

seems to get there. The responsibility seems to be carried through on all of the 

forms that have to be filled out. (I) never have had any problems at the other 

schools but for whatever reason this school I always get panicked call in April 
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saying you never sent me this. It happens every year so I am used to it. So I know 

to copy everything now. I have learned to have a strategy. 

This important factor in the transition may be overlooked by those involved. Trust 

between sending and receiving staff, a history of consistently positive interactions, and 

even follow through with processes and paperwork will lead to positive expectations 

about the transition.  

For many interview participants, the ability to develop relationships over time 

contributes to the performance of existing transition teams. Participant 3 spoke about the 

direct impact of having relationships over time with the same sending preschool 

programs. “I like the structure so that we are always dealing with the same schools so that 

we can build relationships.” Participant 4 works with the sending staff from various 

feeder schools transitioning preschool students into her Traditional Model kindergarten 

and reported benefits to being involved in the kindergarten transition over a period of 

years. 

This is my third year teaching kindergarten… I’ve gotten to know a lot of the 

other teachers and the team leaders at our feeder schools so I think building that 

relationship has also helped. 

Participant 5 reported overall strong relationships on the transition team in part because 

she had developed strong relationships with team members from her own building over a 

period of years: “I think because a lot of the people involved in this I have worked with 

or known before. I didn’t know the sending school or parents, but I have been in the 

building for a while so I know all the related service providers.” Strong relationships with 
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related service providers and receiving school staff were considered positive elements of 

strong transition teams.  

 Receiving special education kindergarten teachers work with a variety of staff 

during the transition, which can change from year to year. Typically such staffing 

changes and decisions are made by building administrators. Participant 6 shared the 

impact that changes in the placement of students within the general education 

kindergarten classroom had on her relationship with her co-teaching partner. 

So last year I was in that classroom teaching with teacher A and so she was 

responsible for going to the (IEP) meetings. Then this year the classrooms got 

switched and now I am teaching with Teacher B …I guess I should say 

developing because this was the first time Teacher B had inclusion …but now I 

would say it is really strong, because we trust each other. But it took a couple of 

months for us to learn each other… 

Participant 6 elaborated that working with the same co-teacher for 2 years in a row, who 

shared established relationships with team members, strengthened her expectation for the 

team’s ability to manage successful transitions  

I was able to work with the general educator A for two years in a row. So that was 

definitely very helpful last year. Teacher A was here for like 13 years so she had 

worked with all of them [transition team]. So she had a real strong relationship 

because she had been here for so long.  

Participant 4 also reported that it took time to develop a strong relationship with her co-

teaching general education partner. “Yes it took some time…We learned each other’s 
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quirks and what we like and disliked. Coming back this year we developed a very strong 

co-teaching relationship.”  

As transition teams develop relationships it is critical to consider how prior 

interaction and experiences impact each team member’s approach to a child’s transition. 

Families who have a strong history of trust with the sending school staff may be more 

likely to embrace the receiving school staff. Seamless transitions call for clear 

communication and openness, which flow from strong relationships. When there is 

conflict between sending and receiving staff because of past experiences transition can be 

clouded and lead to confusion and apprehension. Even in cases for which ongoing 

communication is not necessary for a smooth transition, a prior history of positive 

relationships can strengthen the transition. Facilitating the development of trust and 

openness between transition team members from the onset is important to future 

interactions. Encouraging team members to take time outside of the professional arena to 

develop more personal relationships may help to advance the strength of transition teams. 

Strong consideration should be given to the amount of time it takes to create strong bonds 

between transition team members. Allowing staff to work together over a period of years 

may be a constructive way to improve the kindergarten transition for students with 

identified disabilities. 

Summary 

 This chapter presents an analysis of the data gathered through the online 

questionnaire, “Strategies to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten,” transcripts of the 

two-part interviews, the ecomaps, and notes from the follow-up telephone interview. 

Overall, 31 special education kindergarten teachers completed the questionnaire. Seven 
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of those respondents volunteered for and participated in a two-part interview. The 

researcher analyzed the data by applying Glaser’s (1965) four-step process for theme 

development to the overarching themes of strategies, communication, and relationships 

derived from the research questions.  

Three themes related to the strategies implemented in the transition process 

emerged: (a) school district structures are beneficial to the use of high-intensity 

strategies, (b) transition practices differ by school, and (c) strategies are individualized 

for the student and family. The subject public school system in Maryland has four main 

structures in place, which have facilitated the development of exemplary practices: 

providing training and time for articulation between sending and receiving school staff at 

an annual meeting, providing funds for substitute teachers to enable receiving teachers to 

visit the student’s preschool setting, emphasizing collaborative IEP writing through a 

web-based program, and expecting a representative from the receiving school to attend a 

spring transition IEP. The questionnaire respondents considered each of these structures 

to be helpful and critical to the process. Interviewees reported that these structures have 

frequently supported them in providing strong transitions and have fostered  collaboration 

and communication among transition team members. Some transition practices varied by 

school. Participants highlighted the following school-based strategies: kindergarten 

registration, kindergarten orientation, supplying families with written information, Move-

Up Day, kindergarten screening, PTA summer play events, and Back-to-School nights. 

Each of these school-based strategies enhances the transition process and provides 

multiple opportunities for children, families, and receiving staff to prepare for the 

kindergarten transition. Finally, teachers reported the use of individualized student-
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centered strategies such as social stories, behavior charts, visual supports/pictures, 

instructional materials, tours of the receiving school building, student-specific training for 

staff, and a parent-created brochure. Strategies that contributed to basic transition 

practices within the county were viewed as important at the district, school, and student 

levels.  

Data analysis related to communication during the transition revealed four 

themes: (a) face-to-face communication between school personnel is critical, (c) the 

receiving special education teacher is a conduit of information, (c) technology plays a 

role in communication, and (d) staying connected with families is important. Analysis of 

the questionnaire responses, interview transcripts, and ecomaps highlighted the 

importance of face-to-face communication in developing strong relationships among 

school personnel. The ecomaps revealed the unique role of the receiving special 

education kindergarten teacher among the large number of stakeholders. These teachers 

had direct interactions with an average of nine individuals over the course of a single 

transition. They were also the main point of contact for transferring information between 

sending and receiving school staff and building relationships with the family and student. 

Technology helped to maintain relationships outside of IEP meetings. Email was a 

primary method of communication between transition team members. The web-based 

program Tienet allowed for collaborative IEP writing and flexibility. The teachers 

considered family involvement, open communication, and trusting relationships to be 

critical to a successful transition. School staff communicated with families in a variety of 

ways, such as face-to-face meetings, daily communication books, behavior charts, email, 

and telephone calls.  
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Finally, the examination of how relationships develop between transition team 

members exposed three themes: (a) trust and open communication are key components to 

building relationships, (b) barriers to relationships exist, and (c) length of time and prior 

history impact relationships. The interview participants considered trust and open 

communication to be the most critical aspects of relationship building. The interviewees 

agreed that successful transitions largely resulted from relationships founded on open 

communication and trust, not only between staff members but also between staff 

members and families. Several common barriers to relationship building can affect the 

kindergarten transition: fear and apprehension over the transition process, anxiety over 

placement and the receiving school’s ability to meet student needs, lack of supports for 

students transitioning back to their home schools, personality differences among team 

members, and uncertainty about kindergarten staffing for the coming school year.  Prior 

history and interaction between transition team members set up future expectations. For 

example, strong sending school and family relationships were perceived to increase trust 

in the transition. Conversely, when past interaction between transition team members 

caused conflict future expectations of smooth transitions were questioned.  This analysis 

led to the conclusion that kindergarten transition is at its core a culture of shared beliefs, 

practices, and relationships which develop overtime, that may have a direct impact on 

sustained academic and social outcomes and may even contribute to gains for individual 

children immersed in a strong transition culture.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Federal and state initiatives place priority on innovative approaches to early childhood 

curriculum, quality rating improvement systems (QRIS), and strategies to sustain the 

positive program effects of preschool well into the elementary years (Race to the Top 

Early Learning Challenge Executive Summary, 2011). This heightened emphasis on 

education reform aligns with calls for improved early learning practices throughout PreK-

12 school systems. In acknowledgement of the long-term social benefits of high quality 

early learning, President Obama has proposed a plan for expanded preschool access for 

all children in America (White House Office of the Press Secretary, Plan for Early 

Education for All Fact Sheet, 2013).  As these federal policies and incentives take root in 

state and local education agencies, the transition that bridges the early learning 

environments of preschool and kindergarten requires the attention of practitioners, 

researchers, and policy makers.   

Kagan and Tarrant (2010) introduced a structural approach to early childhood 

transitions, which addresses the fundamental need for alignment across pedagogical, 

programmatic, and policy-related issues. They call for depth of understanding and 

congruency in the practices that transition children from preschool into kindergarten. 

Given the growing focus on early childhood and policy initiatives about readiness for 

kindergarten, it is time to take a comprehensive look at what exemplifies best practice for 

students with disabilities entering kindergarten, based on the work at the state and local 
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levels, and to develop continuity across various early childhood systems through federal 

guidance.   

In order to embrace reforms and sustain the benefits derived by students with 

disabilities in high quality early learning programs, a deep understanding of the critical 

role of transition into kindergarten is required. Research must expand beyond 

descriptions of transition practices and examine the profound impact that professional 

and family relationships can have on easing the process of transition or on increasing risk 

for children in transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000). The Ecological and 

Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000) is used as a conceptual 

from work through which to view the impact of relationships during the kindergarten 

transition experience for students with disabilities. Both models of kindergarten explored, 

The Early Childhood Model and the Traditional Model, are viewed as a transactional 

process where transition team members from the sending school, the receiving school, 

and families interact creating a pattern of relationships over time.   
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Figure 2.(reproduced from Chapter II) Early Childhood Model. Depicts the kindergarten 

model within the context of Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta’s (2000) Ecological and 

Dynamic Model of Transition. 

 

Figure 3. (recreated from Chapter II) The Traditional Model. Depicts the traditional 

elementary school kindergarten model within Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta’s (2000) 

Ecological and Dynamic Transition Model.  

This study offers the receiving kindergarten teacher’s perspective, rich with 

evidence of exemplary kindergarten transition practices occurring within one public 

school system in the state of Maryland. Data from this study indicate a set of district-level 

structures that lead to a kindergarten transition culture enhanced by communication and 

collaboration between stakeholders. Opportunities for sending and receiving school staff 

to work together alongside families lead to transition team relationships based on trust 

and collaboration, which positively influence the kindergarten transition.   

The next section of this chapter offers a brief overview of the study’s 

methodology. The description provides a contextual map of how the related conclusions 
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were drawn. The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to presenting receiving special 

educator’s perspective of the exemplary structures and practices in place within the 

subject school district leading to a collaborative transition culture rich in communication 

and strong relationships.  

Methodology Overview 

The purpose of this study is to examine the receiving special education teacher’s unique 

perspective of the transition process for students with disabilities exiting preschool and 

entering kindergarten. The study utilizes case study methodology to support the creation 

of rich descriptions (Merriam, 1998) of contemporary kindergarten transition practices 

and the relationships that develop during the process (Yin, 2003) within a single 

Maryland school district. This district served approximately 50,000 students during the 

2011-2012 school year.  The demographic makeup of the district was reported to be 47% 

white, 20% African American, 17% Asian, 8% Hispanic, and the remaining 8% Native 

American, Pacific Islander, or of more than one race. Approximately 8% of the combined 

population was served through special education and related services. The school system 

offers two models of kindergarten; the Early Childhood Model provides special education 

and related services through a regional early childhood center, and the Traditional Model 

provides special education and related services through elementary school staff. The 

study is not a cross-case comparison of the two models. Rather, it provides hearty and 

robust descriptions of the contexts in which students with disabilities transition from 

preschool into kindergarten within a large, diverse, county-run school district in 

Maryland through the unique perspective of the receiving kindergarten special education 

teachers.  
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The study employed three methods of data collection: questionnaire, two-part, 

semi-structured interview, and follow-up telephone interview. The questionnaire, 

“Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten” (see Appendix B1), 

was adapted from the Pre-Elementary Education Longitudinal Study (PEELS, 2004) 

Kindergarten Teacher Questionnaire (available through the National Center for Education 

Statistics). In the first stage, 31 respondents completed the online questionnaire, 

accounting for approximately 75% of all special education kindergarten teachers in the 

county. Of the respondents, 18 taught in the Early Childhood Models and 13 taught in the 

Traditional Model. The second stage involved a two-part, 75-minute, semi-structured 

interview (see Appendix A-A3). During the first part the researcher and participant 

created an ecomap of a specific child’s transition process (see Appendixes A, A1, and 

A2). During the second part, the interviewees answered questions (see Appendix A3) 

regarding the kindergarten transition process as a whole within the district and as it 

pertained to the individual child’s experience depicted on the ecomap. Seven teachers 

participated in the interviews: three from the Early Childhood Model and two from the 

Traditional Model. Unexpectedly, one participant reported splitting her time between a 

regional early childhood center and the elementary school. In the third stage, a 15-minute, 

follow-up, telephone interview (see Appendix C) allowed participants to review their 

ecomap and respond briefly to the researcher’s initial interpretations. This study is guided 

by the overarching research question: How is the transition process implemented for 

students with disabilities exiting preschool and entering kindergarten? 

The study uses the constant comparative method of analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008) in combination with Glaser’s (1965) four-step analysis process to extract themes 
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from the interview transcripts, ecomaps, and running notes. The themes are related to the 

overarching areas of strategies, communication, and relationships. The remainder of this 

chapter is dedicated to presentation of findings and deductions, Step 4 of Glaser’s (1965) 

analysis:  a) structures that lead to exemplary practices; b) exemplary practices at the 

building and student level; c) the importance of relationships in building a collaborative 

transition culture and d) presenting recommendations for future practice, research, and 

policies.  

Structures that Lead to Exemplary Practices 

The descriptive nature of this case study and the small sample size do not allow for direct 

comparisons to national data sets such as PEELS (NCSER, 2003) and NCEDL’s National 

Transition Practices Survey (NCEDL, 1996).  But, data from the current study indicated a 

considerably larger percentage of receiving special kindergarten educators use high-

intensity strategies such as visiting the preschool setting, meeting with preschool staff 

outside of the IEP, calling parents, and creating individualized materials/strategies for 

students than reported in the national data sets. Participation rates varied between the two 

kindergarten models: in general teachers from the Early Childhood Model used strategies 

with more frequency than those from the Traditional Model. While the reason for this 

remains unclear, the close proximity of the preschool to the kindergarten within the same 

building is a likely factor. Based on the quality and frequency of transition practices used, 

and the school system’s supportive structures and emphasis on communication and 

collaboration, the selected school system represents an exemplary model of kindergarten 

transition.  
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When considering the number of transition strategies used within a school system, 

the socioeconomic makeup of the community served should be put into context. It is 

understood that increased poverty levels and district size negatively impact the amount 

and intensity of transition strategies provided (Carlson et al., 2009; Daley et al., 2011). 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, for 2007-2011, the annual median household 

income, within the subject school system, was about $100,000. The percentage of people 

living below the poverty level was less than 5%. Consequently, for this school system, 

frequent use of transition strategies is expected, making it a good starting point for 

examination of best practice.  

The school system’s Department of Special Education provides the foundation for 

communication and collaboration between transition team members through four main 

structures: providing training for best practices in early childhood transitions and time for 

articulation between sending and receiving staff during an annual transition meeting; 

funding substitute teachers so receiving special education kindergarten teachers can visit 

the sending preschool to observe students and meet with sending preschool teachers; 

emphasizing collaborative IEP writing and access through an online web-based program; 

and expecting one representative from the receiving school to attend the transition IEP 

meeting.  

 The first structure, providing training to receiving special education kindergarten 

teachers at the annual district transition meeting, may have had a positive influence on 

the high overall rates of strategy use. Research indicates a significant increase in the 

amount of transition strategies used when teachers are trained on issues specific to 

transitions (Early et al., 2001; Nelson, 2004). Of the survey respondents, 80% reported 
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attending the annual district transition meeting, and 70% rated it as helpful or critical to 

the process. The school system’s annual February transition meeting has two parts. The 

first part offers a training module on best practices and general processes of transition 

from early childhood settings into elementary school. The second part allocates time for 

discussion related to services and specific family or student needs, the exchange of 

student articulation forms, scheduling observations at the preschool site and scheduling 

the transition IEP meetings. As one interview participant explained, going to the February 

training meeting helped her to acquire the skills necessary to ask the right questions and 

implement information-sharing strategies with the sending schools, as well as provided 

the opportunity for face-to-face communication with staff from the various feeder 

preschools.  

When systems do not specifically plan for training and face-to-face discussions 

related to student needs as the studied system does, barriers to the transition process are 

likely to arise. In order to ensure continuity of both practice and pedagogy (Kagan & 

Tarrant, 2010), systems must ensure that faculty and staff are provided the opportunity 

for knowledge building and sharing among key stakeholders in the transition process.  

 The school system provides funding for substitute teachers to assure that 

receiving kindergarten teachers can observe students in the preschool setting. Largely 

because this opportunity is built into the transition culture, 74% of teachers in this school 

system reported observing the child in his/her previous setting, which exceeds the 45% 

reported by Carlson et al. (2009). In the current study, forty-five percent of respondents 

rated observation of the child as close to critical to the transition process. In order to 

ensure that this strategy is employed, districts must reinforce the expectation that 
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observations will take place and allocate funding for substitute teachers to support teacher 

visits to sending preschool. When funds for substitute teachers are limited, administrators 

should consider other alternatives to ensure sufficient observation time. Several 

interviewees reported that building administrator support of transition practices is crucial 

to the transition’s success. Building administrators should acknowledge their own critical 

role in supporting continuity during the kindergarten transition.  

The final two structures supported by the Department of Special Education relate 

to the development of the IEP for the transitioning student. The Department encourages 

staff to collaborate in writing the IEP and almost 80% of receiving special education 

kindergarten teachers reported being involved in this process. Collaborative IEP 

development is reported to occur in many forms with technology playing a major role 

throughout the transition process. Of special importance is the collaborative writing of 

IEP drafts through a web-based program called Tienet. Some teachers also reported using 

email to offer suggestions. Others reported informally discussing the draft IEP when 

meeting with the preschool staff during observations, or in the case of the Early 

Childhood Model, during casual conversations throughout the instructional day. In 

contrast, some Traditional Model teachers reported collaborating on the day of the IEP 

meeting just prior to the parent’s arrival. The kindergarten teachers who attended the 

transition IEP meeting reported working with the full IEP team to review and finalize the 

document at the meeting.  

Attendance at the IEP meeting is important to a successful transition and the 

development of strong relationships. The school system clearly communicates to staff 

that at least one member of the receiving staff is expected to attend the transition IEP 
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meeting. While 83% of receiving special education kindergarten teachers reported 

attending the transition IEP meeting, 74% of these teachers rated attendance at the 

transition IEP meeting as very helpful or critical to the transition process. Six out of the 

seven interviewees attended the transition IEP for the student on their ecomap. The only 

participant unable to attend the February meeting, the transition IEP meeting, and the 

preschool observation explained that staffing decisions for the upcoming school year had 

not been made in time to engage in these activities. While this system has provided 

significant opportunities in support of the transition process, the staffing dilemma 

identified by one of the respondents is significant to the process, family, and child as 

several researchers have identified.  Specifically, Rous et al. (2007) suggest that staffing 

changes can be a barrier to the transition process because the student’s kindergarten 

teacher is unable to be involved in the spring and summer transition process. McIntyre et 

al. (2007) reported that parents want to know who their child’s teacher will be prior to the 

start of the school year and become frustrated when the teacher who attended their child’s 

transition IEP does not end up serving as their child’s case manager in kindergarten. 

Administrators must consider the direct consequences that staff changes and late creation 

of staff lists have for kindergarten transitions (Early et al., 2001), particularly for students 

with disabilities. To remove this barrier to successful transitions, school systems should 

project staffing needs for the next school year that ensure sufficient attendees to support 

the incoming students’ needs.  Optimally, attendance at the transition IEP meeting by the 

receiving special education teacher and perhaps members of the related services team 

who will serve the children and kindergarten classrooms can help to assure 

knowledgeable practitioners are ready to meet the transitioning kindergarteners needs .  



  

 

155 

 

Exemplary Practice at the Building and Student Level 

While many of the exemplary practices in place can be directly attributed to the district-

level structures, staff at various buildings throughout the district have embraced transition 

culture and have also instituted practices that address the needs of the kindergarten 

population most specifically the needs of their students with disabilities. Some of these 

practices developed because of the district’s Office of Early Childhood parent outreach 

initiatives. While others are a result of the close collaboration and desire for seamless 

transitions between sending and receiving programs. The following section highlights 

some of the promising practices that are under way in buildings and classrooms 

throughout the subject school system. These examples further illustrate a transition 

culture based on collaboration and strong relationships during the kindergarten transition. 

Data indicated that transition practices vary depending on the school building that 

houses the kindergarten classrooms. Several differences emerged in this study. While all 

children in the county, whether they attend a county-run preschool or not, must register 

with the elementary school prior to the start of kindergarten, the registration experience 

differs from school to school. To increase parental involvement and the use of family-

centered practices throughout the county, schools employ a variety of strategies to 

personalize the registration experience. Schools in this system have enlisted teachers and 

PTA members to run registration tables together, have extended registration hours until 

8:00 PM to support families who work late, have provided slide shows, and had parent 

volunteers on hand to answer questions. Although these efforts align with the 

recommendations of Pianta et al. (1999), which called for the integration of more 

personalized and child-specific practices into the kindergarten transition experience, the 
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variation might have impact. Carlson et al. (2009) found that school-initiated, but not 

parent-initiated contact, influences the perception of the ease of the transition. A 

significantly higher number of parents and teachers described the transition as “somewhat 

easy” or “very easy” when the school system initiated contact and offered supports 

through the transition (Carlson et al., 2009). School systems should consider this 

evidence about personalized registration and school-initiated contact when formulating 

plans to develop stronger relationships with families during the early school years. The 

variation suggests that states and local systems should offer guidance on how to 

personalize the registration experience.   

Kindergarten orientation is a commonly used transition practice throughout the 

United States (Pianta et al., 1999) and has been recognized as an important outreach 

activity in small pilot programs created to support kindergarten transition (Meier & 

Schafran, 1999). In the current study, receiving kindergarten special education teachers 

reported that 83% of their students’ families were believed to have attended various 

forms of kindergarten orientation offered by their schools. These findings contrast with 

those of LaParo et al. (2003), who reported that only one third of parents in their pilot 

study attended the kindergarten orientation. During the interview, one of the receiving 

kindergarten special education teachers described how her school offers bus rides through 

the school community for parents and children who attend the orientation. She indicated 

that after arriving at the school, the families are invited to visit all five kindergarten 

classrooms, where they meet the teachers, listen to a story, and receive information about 

kindergarten. Another participant described how her school invites families into the 

classrooms, where teachers talk to parents about the expectations of kindergarten and the 
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children engage in center activities with current kindergarteners. Other teachers reported 

that their schools offer both a spring and fall orientation. Teachers reported seeing new 

faces at the fall orientation, and one teacher reported that this process seemed to ensure 

inclusion of more families. Recognizing the importance of relationship building, the 

practices of this school system seem to indicate that it is important for schools to explore 

various outreach pathways in order to include as many families as possible in the 

orientation process.  

Four additional building-based strategies were reported during the case study 

interviews. Move-Up Day, a practice used in the Early Childhood Model.  This process 

allows preschoolers to interact in the kindergarten learning environment and kindergarten 

teachers to informally observe the incoming preschoolers. As this high-intensity 

transition strategy is only used in the Early Childhood model, it is suggested that a 

process be developed that enables students transitioning from building to building to 

engage in the kindergarten classroom and meet the expected teacher.  As one Early 

Childhood Model teacher lamented, her inability to offer the same opportunity to children 

who attend community preschool and home-base childcare, it seems clear that the 

opportunity is highly valued and an important preparatory transition strategy that should 

be tested in the school system. Another Early Childhood Center teacher voiced concerns 

for her students who were scheduled to transition back to their home school in the fall 

and wished that they could have a Move-Up Day experience. It was obvious during 

interviews that participants who use this strategy value the benefits for both children and 

teachers. This is an area for focused improvement as schools and districts examine their 

own transition practices.  
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The reported value of a Move-Up day as noted by teacher participants aligns with 

the research of Shulting et al. (2005) that indicated moderate positive effects on 

achievement for students who visited the kindergarten classroom before the start of 

school with higher impact for students from average to low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Ensuring that all students have access to such experiences will further align early learning 

opportunities, which is a critical focus of recent education reforms (Kagan & Tarrant, 

2010). 

All elementary schools conduct a summer baseline skills assessment. This second 

strategy is not individualized or geared toward easing transition, but interview 

participants reported that it provides another opportunity to see the families and students 

prior to the school year, as well as data to inform instruction and assist in creating class 

lists.  

A third strategy reported by interviewees is PTA-sponsored summer play dates. 

Teachers from both kindergarten models considered this strategy to be a great way for 

families to connect and for children to develop friendships that can be sustained into the 

school year. Outreach that brings families together prior to the start of school has been 

reported by other local initiatives (Clark & Zigmunt-Fillwalk, 2007; Dail & McGee, 

2008) and represents one proactive way for school communities to provide positive 

transition practices. Systems and schools should be encouraged to utilize community 

support in this way.  

The fourth strategy, similar to orientation but reported as its own entity, is “Back 

to School Night,” which occurs in the days just prior to, or just after, the start of school. 

In some schools students go to the classroom to meet their teacher and drop off supplies, 



  

 

159 

 

while in other schools parents attend to learn about the curriculum, academic 

expectations, and procedures. Back to School Night is yet another way to reach out to 

families and offer support to all students entering a new grade. 

Ninety percent of the questionnaire respondents create individualized, child-

centered accommodations and materials for students with disabilities, including social 

stories, behavior charts, visual supports/pictures, instructional materials, student visits to 

the receiving school, parent tours/observations at the receiving school, sending school 

staff visits and site-based recommendations, student-specific staff training (i.e., orthotics, 

feeding, toileting, etc.), and a parent-created brochure. This differs from Carlson et al.’s 

(2009) study that reported only 54% of teachers use child-centered preparatory strategies 

during the transition period. The select school system has created a transition culture that 

expects this level of individualization for all students with disabilities. The tremendous 

amount of time invested in planning and implementing these personalized strategies was 

evident throughout all of the interviews, and interviewees stressed how meaningful they 

are for their students. Personalizing the process is critical for students and creates added 

benefit for teachers and families (Pianta et al., 1999). Daley et al. (2011) used PEELS 

data to examine high-intensity supports such as personalized strategies and found that 

district poverty levels directly relate to their limited use. Administrators in high-poverty 

districts should assess barriers which may be limiting access to high-intensity 

personalized strategies.  Attempts should be made to formulate policies that not only 

support such strategies for high needs populations but also expect teachers to take 

initiative to ensure that they are offered to every child with disabilities.  
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It is important to note overall variation in the frequency of strategy use between 

the two kindergarten models. Interviewees from the Early Childhood Model spoke many 

times about the benefits of close proximity to the preschool classroom and staff. In 

general, Early Childhood Model teachers reported more frequent use of transition 

strategies on the questionnaire than Traditional Model teachers.  This supports earlier 

findings that students transitioning within the same building receive significantly more 

support than those students transitioning to a new building (Daley et al., 2011). Daley et 

al. (2011) recommended that school systems account for the additional training needs and 

supports of teachers who facilitate transitions to a new building for kindergarten. As 

systems expand preschool programs, the practice of housing preschool programs within 

the same building as kindergarten and the primary grades should be considered as it may 

strengthen the transition for students entering elementary school.  

As the researcher identified themes from the data analysis, the common thread of 

transition culture, that is, a set of shared beliefs and practices across the school system, 

began to emerge. The structures provided by the Department of Special Education serve 

as the foundation for this culture. Opportunities for face-to-face communication coupled 

with strong expectations for collaboration with sending staff and families around IEP 

development contribute to a sense of continuity between preschools and kindergartens. At 

the building level, various practices engage families and students in the transition 

process. The school system’s emphasis on providing strong individualized supports to 

students is evidenced by the strategies that receiving teachers use to prepare students for 

the transition. The numbers of strategies, accommodations, and instructional 
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modifications being implemented by sending and receiving staff are overwhelming and 

certainly add credence to the robust model taking shape within the school system.  

The Importance of Relationships in Building a Collaborative Transition Culture 

The National Early Childhood Transition Center reported that communication and 

positive relationship building are the two most critical factors in creating smooth 

transitions for young children (Rous et al., 2007). In the current study, the researcher uses 

the ecomaps and interview transcripts to analyze the development of relationships. The 

ecomaps reveal that receiving special education teachers believe the majority of transition 

team members (55% to 80%) share strong relationships. The interview participants 

frequently cited trust, open communication, collaboration, and flexibility as critical to the 

development of strong teams. Teachers from the Early Childhood Model also reported 

that opportunities for kindergarten and preschool staff to meet outside of the school 

environment facilitate relationship building. It was a shared belief that the presence of a 

strong transition team enhances the child’s transition into kindergarten. Rimm-Kaufmann 

& Pianta’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition posited that the 

development of strong relationships over time positively affects the kindergarten 

transition. Transition team members should be aware that their relationships with one 

another will impact their students. Training modules should include information about 

team building and the importance of trust and transparency within the team. Purposeful 

investment in positive social activities outside of the school-work environment may help 

to solidify the feelings of trust on the team. 

Mutual trust between families and transition team staff was also perceived to be a 

key to successful transition for students with disabilities. Teachers should strive to form 
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solid and trustful relationships with the parents of children with disabilities, who have 

more general anxiety about the kindergarten transition (McIntyre et al., 2010). All 

interviewees agreed that maintaining open communication with families during the 

transition is important to success, which reinforces Rous et al.’s (2011) findings that 

communication and relationship building are the two most important factors in smooth 

kindergarten transitions. Questionnaire respondents rated attendance at the transition IEP 

meeting as most critical to the transition process. Other forms of communication with 

families include telephone calls, face-to-face meetings prior to kindergarten, and, on rare 

occasions, home visitations. All seven ecomaps coded the student’s mother as central to 

communication during the transition and indicated strong relationships and two-way 

communication between the receiving special education kindergarten teacher and the 

mother. Two interviewees reported that the Department of Special Education encourages 

building positive relationships through early communication with families, which they 

believed to impact the overall success of the child’s transition.  

 Communication with families takes several forms, with no one form perceived as 

better than another. Teachers reported using daily communication journals, daily 

behavior charts, telephone calls, frequent emails, and even face-to-face meetings during 

drop off or pick up from school. All participants recognized the connection between 

strong, open relationships with families and transition success. Respecting the family’s 

key role and addressing issues as they arise also provide for smoother transitions. Lara-

Cinisomo et al. (2008) study found that early childhood teachers hold strong beliefs that 

parents are central to preparing students for transitions. An up-front investment to engage 
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with parents will guide transition teams toward personalized experiences for children and 

stronger relationships with families.  

Special education kindergarten teachers cannot be overlooked for the key role that 

they play within the transition process. As key transition team members they must work 

with other staff and service providers during this process (Stormont et al., 2005); the 

sheer breadth of these interactions was revealed by the data collected through the 

ecomaps. Overall, the seven ecomaps identified 41 different individual roles during the 

transition. On average, interviewees reported engaging directly with 9 different transition 

team members during the transition process. No other team member depicted on the 

ecomap had as many individual points of contact, although reporting bias may have been 

a contributing factor. The receiving special education kindergarten teacher has a unique 

role in bridging the two environments and building relationships with a wide variety of 

individuals. The interviewees reported frequently passing information between staff 

members and to and from families. This sense of overall responsibility can lead to 

additional stress and emotional burdens (Jewett et al., 1998), with the implication being 

that great care should be taken to support receiving special education kindergarten 

teachers during the transition period. Frequent monitoring of their workloads and stress 

levels may actually improve the quality of the transitions for students. Teachers new to 

the process should be mentored and trained to balance responsibilities while still 

developing positive relationships and providing high-quality transition strategies. 

Teachers who reported strong relationships between team members clearly 

believed that these relationships assisted in creating better transition outcomes for 

students. The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 
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2000) pushes this belief one step further by suggesting that fostering strong relationships 

between team members in turn supports continued positive relationships into the future.  

The elementary education experience will then be more positive and lead to further 

collaboration and positive impacts on academic achievement and social development. 

Therefore, it is not enough to align curricula and create policies that promote seamless 

transitions. Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000) theorize that the relationships that form 

over time around a child may either ease the transition or create greater risk. Within this 

context, past relationships between parents and preschool staff may impact future 

relationships with kindergarten staff. This was the case reported by one interview 

participant who believed that the strong trust between the sending staff and the parents 

enabled her to facilitate a strong transition for her student from a specialized regional 

program to the inclusive early childhood kindergarten environment. Staff conflicts from 

past interactions, or about other students, may erode the relationships between transition 

team members, affecting future student transitions. Two teachers reported that even 

procedural frustrations, like lack of follow-through on basic paperwork, had a negative 

impact on their future expectation for transition success with specific receiving school 

staff. Conversely, positive impressions, formed during the February transition meeting 

and the IEP writing process, are likely to lead to openness and trust in future interactions. 

For these reasons, initial and continued positive interactions between transition team 

stakeholders are critical components of an individual student’s kindergarten transition.  

There is deep work to be done to advance systems and schools to a place where 

relationship building is done with intent. Transition culture, in particular for students with 

disabilities, not only acknowledges the importance of strong relationships between 
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stakeholders, but also demands investment of time into these relationships as a means to 

more successful transitions. Setting up structures at the system level and creating multiple 

opportunities for communication and collaboration to occur between stakeholders will 

assist in shaping this culture. Training with an emphasis on individualization and 

relationship building throughout the transition can further solidify the transition culture at 

both the building and individual student levels. For best practices to flourish, these 

relationships must be fostered over a period of years.   

Even within exemplary systems, barriers to the development of strong 

relationships exist. It is important to recognize these barriers so that professionals in the 

field can target them as they build improvements into their own systems. The 

interviewees identified the following common barriers: fear and trepidation about the 

school’s ability to meet student needs, anxiety over placement decisions; lack of support 

for students transitioning back to their home schools, personality differences among team 

members, the inability of service providers to meet student needs, and uncertainty about 

staffing for the upcoming fall.  

There are ways to mitigate each of these barriers, and it is the responsibility of 

each system to identify weaknesses and offer solutions. The study participants suggested 

the following strategies to address many of these barriers. Anxiety can be reduced or 

eliminated through ample training to all transition team members. Parents can be given 

time to voice their concerns to the transition team in a collaborative, problem-solving 

setting. Child placement decisions should be made after all transition team members have 

visited all of the settings under consideration. Students with disabilities who are 

transitioning into kindergarten in a new  building should have the opportunity to interact 
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within the new environment prior to the start of school. Furthermore, administrators must 

consider individual personalities as they assemble transition teams. When conflicts arise, 

teams should be reminded of the impact of their relationships on the children they serve. 

Building administrators should have compelling reasons to make staff changes and 

should do so early enough that the appropriate staff can be involved in the transition 

process beginning in the spring.  

Many interviewees expressed the opinion that strong relationships between team 

members are cultivated over time. Having the opportunity to work with the same co-

teacher for multiple years resulted in a perception of smoother transitions. Perhaps this 

contributed to Daley et al.’s 2011 findings that being in the same building led to the use 

of more strategies and ease of the transition. Interaction with familiar staff from feeder 

preschools year after year creates clear expectations between sending and receiving staff, 

which in turn leads to perceptions of stronger teams. Conversely, if past interactions are 

not positive and expectations not met, then the resulting friction can weaken the transition 

team. Sending preschool teachers who have positive relationships with parents and 

facilitate relationship building with the receiving staff help parents to develop a sense of 

trust in the new teacher. Participants attributed the strength of these transition teams to 

the richness of these relationships. It can be conjectured that other aspects of the 

transition, such as the quality and frequency of communication, continuity of 

instructional practices and transition strategies, and team problem solving, may be 

impacted by the strength of the relationships between the adults who interact during the 

transition. In part, the success of kindergarten transition depends on the relationships 

between the individuals who surround each child during this critical period.  
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The Department of Special Education for the subject school system provides four 

structures to support communication and collaboration between transition team members: 

conducting an annual transition meeting, funding substitute teachers so receiving special 

education kindergarten teachers can visit the sending preschool, emphasizing 

collaborative IEP writing, and expecting one representative from the receiving school to 

attend the transition IEP meeting. Staff at the building level implement practices that 

address the needs of their own kindergarten population, such as registration, PTA-

sponsored play groups, kindergarten orientation, summer academic screening, and class 

visitation. Teachers develop individualized strategies, including social stories, behavior 

plans, communication books, and instructional materials. All of these activities add to the 

robust model taking shape within the school system. The Department of Special 

Education’s four structures serve as the foundation for this system-wide culture. Multiple 

opportunities for communication and collaboration between stakeholders and training 

with an emphasis on individualization and collaboration further solidify the transition 

culture, both at the building and individual student levels.  

It is important to recognize barriers to relationship building so professionals in the 

field can target them as they build improvements into their own systems. Common 

barriers include fear and trepidation about the receiving school’s ability to meet student 

needs, lack of support for students transitioning back to their home schools, personality 

differences among team members, the inability of service providers to meet student 

needs, and uncertainty about staffing for the upcoming fall. Regardless of the barriers 

faced, the majority of participants believed that relationships among transition teams 

were strong. Participants in this study attributed the characteristics of openness and trust 
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to strong relationships on transition teams. It is vital to acknowledge that successful 

kindergarten transition for students with disabilities is dependent not only on alignment 

of policies, structures, curricula, and practices, but also on a culture that fosters strong 

relationships between the individuals who surround each child during this critical period.  

   

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study examines the transition process for students with identified disabilities 

exiting preschool and entering kindergarten, within a single, county-run, school system in 

Maryland, through the lens of the receiving special education kindergarten teacher. It 

highlights exemplary practices and provides evidence of the important role that 

communication and relationship building have within the transition culture, adding 

directly to the quality of the kindergarten transition process for students with identified 

disabilities.  

It is known that high-quality preschool education systems provide long-term 

economic benefits such as increased returns of seven to fourteen dollars for every dollar 

invested (Bock & Miller, 2011; Heckman et al., 2010), and there is new evidence of 

dramatic short-term academic improvements such as those in Tennessee where PreK 

students experienced an 82% gain in early literacy and math skills over their peers 

(Moran, 2011). The current challenge is how to build systems that can support and 

sustain gains for preschool students as they transition into elementary years. Kagan and 

Tarrant’s (2010) call for educators to fully embrace transition as “fundamental and 

central to the practice of early childhood education” places emphasis on critical changes 

that further connect policy, practice, and pedagogy. This study bridges the intersection of 
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practice and pedagogy, using the framework provided by the Ecological and Dynamic 

Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000), which highlights the critical 

factor of relationships as influential to the transition process. The study’s findings 

examine one school district’s exemplary structures and practices, which have created a 

collaborative and personalized culture of kindergarten transition for students with 

disabilities. These findings, coupled with the critical issues regarding kindergarten 

transition for students with disabilities and new policy initiatives like Preschool for All 

and the Race-To-The-Top Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC), act as the driver for the 

following recommendations in the areas of school system practice, research, and policy.  

Practice Recommendation 1. A model of high-quality training should be designed adding 

to the overall development of the kindergarten transition culture within a given system, 

school, or team. This training should include emphasis on the key roles of the sending 

and receiving special education teachers and the importance of their close collaboration.  

Teachers who have received training specific to transition practices are significantly more 

likely to use them during the kindergarten transition (Early et al., 2001). Therefore, it is 

critical for educators in the field to have access to high-quality training prior to the start 

of the kindergarten transition period. Training should emphasize the use of high-intensity 

personalized transition strategies, which result in the best outcomes (Daley et al., 2011; 

Pianta et al., 1999). Training should impress upon teachers the particular importance of 

transition practices for high need populations, such as students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds or those with disabilities, who benefit most from the use of multiple 

strategies throughout the transition process (Hauskins et al., 2002; Shulting et al., 2005). 

Training should stress the facilitative role that special education teachers play in building 
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transition team culture and relationships between stakeholders. Finally, training should 

acknowledge the critical role that they as special educators play in fostering a transition 

culture founded on shared belief systems, practices, and strong relationships that will 

result in improved transitions for their students.  

Practice Recommendation 2. School systems should audit their kindergarten transition 

process to identify strengths and weaknesses. The audit should determine areas of needed 

improvement in practice to promote the development of a transition culture which values 

relationship building among all stakeholders on the transition team.  

This study’s findings should be examined in detail as systems and schools assess their 

own kindergarten transition practices for students with disabilities. Systems can use tools 

like the questionnaire, “Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten,” 

and the ecomap to guide their own assessment of current practices. When appropriate, 

system structures and practices that strengthen the transition team relationships and/or 

individual student transition experiences should be adopted for use. Systems should move 

away from viewing the kindergarten transition as a single point in time or an isolated 

event and begin to view it as a culture of shared belief systems, practices, and 

relationships that are shaped by aligned pedagogy, policy, and practices. 

Practice Recommendation 3. School building administrators should acknowledge the 

critical role they play in positive kindergarten transitions, support visitation to the 

sending preschool site, and minimize staff changes after the start of the transition 

process.   

Participants in this study reported that building administrators played an important role 

by facilitating preschool visitation, providing additional substitute funding and staff 
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flexibility which allowed teachers to visit the preschool site. This level of administrative 

support is critical in schools where substitute funding is not made available by the school 

system. Creative planning which allows receiving special education teachers time to visit 

sending preschool sites will lead to improved continuity and transition teams that are 

better prepared to meet student needs.  

Past studies have indicated changes in kindergarten staff can present barriers to 

the transition (Rous et al., 2007). Parents of students with identified disabilities have 

voiced frustration when the representative attending the transition IEP meeting is not the 

student’s case manager in the fall (McIntyre et al., 2007). Another complicating factor is 

the late creation of class lists which impedes a teacher’s ability to reach out early to 

students and families who are transitioning (Early et al., 2001). Building administrators 

should have compelling reasons to make staff changes after the transition process has 

started. Administrators should consider the impact of such changes on existing 

relationships and how those changes may impact students directly. Understanding 

administrators do not have control over all factors, those who take an early proactive 

approach to address issues like class lists and staffing for the upcoming year will have a 

positive impact on the transition culture within their building.   

Practice Recommendation 4. Schools and systems should offer opportunities for all 

students to visit their expected kindergarten setting prior to the start of the school year.  

Study participants who taught in the Early Childhood Model of kindergarten referred to a 

strategy called “Move-Up Day”. This was an opportunity for students to visit the 

kindergarten classrooms within their building. Receiving kindergarten staff were also 

able to informally observe the transitioning students. Participants reported concern that 
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this experience was not available for those students transitioning to their home schools or 

those transitioning from family and community based preschool settings. Shutling et al. 

(2005) reported moderate positive effects on academic achievement when students were 

given the opportunity to visit the kindergarten classroom prior to the start of the school 

year. Daley et al. (2011) reported that students transitioning to a new building required 

access to additional supports to ease the transition. As school systems expand preschool 

programs they should consider the influence of transitioning students to a new building. 

Systems should further study the benefits of housing preschool programs within the same 

building as kindergarten and the primary grades. In situations where preschools and 

kindergartens are not housed in the same building, opportunities for visitation should be 

made available for all incoming kindergarteners well before the start of the school year.  

Research 

Since President Lyndon B. Johnson’s creation of Head Start within the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 (Pub. L. No. 88-452) research in the area of early childhood 

education has been growing. Through longitudinal research studies such as the Perry 

Preschool Project and the Abecedarian Project (Campbell et al., 2002; Heckman et al., 

2010; Schweinhart, Barnes, Weikhart 1993) evidence of the important positive effects of 

high-quality preschool programs has been established. Questions about how to maintain 

those positive effects into the elementary school years drove a set of federally funded 

research projects focused on the transition into kindergarten that include the National 

Center for Early Development and Learning (NCEDL) Transition Practices Survey, the 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K), and the Pre-

Elementary Educational Longitudinal Study (PEELS). Research based on these large-
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scale data sets (Carlson et al., 2009; Hausken et al., 2002; Pianta et al., 1999; Shulting et 

al., 2005; West et al., 2000) indicated that across the nation kindergarten transition 

practices were in place, but high- intensity and personalized practices were the least used. 

The data also indicated that students from the most disadvantaged background had access 

to the least intensive strategies (Hausken et al., 2002; Love et al., 2002).  

The impact of specific transition strategies on short or long-term academic, 

behavioral, and social outcomes remains unclear. Few empirical studies have explored 

this critical area of research. A literature review identified only one pivotal study that 

linked transition practices to moderate positive effects on academic outcomes (Shulting et 

al., 2005). This same study found that socioeconomics were a mitigating factor, with 

considerably higher achievement for students from average to low socioeconomic 

background who were involved in kindergarten transition activities.  

Related is a gap in literature regarding the impact of relationships among key 

stakeholders on student outcomes. In a study of focus groups, the National Early 

Childhood Transition Center named communication and relationship building as two of 

the most important contributors to a smooth kindergarten transition (Rous et al., 2007). 

The conceptual framework guiding this current study, the Ecological and Dynamic Model 

of Transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000), asserts that the relationships that 

surround a child overtime may act to improve or erode the effects of the transition 

process. Few empirical studies have further examined this theory. Pianta and Stulhmann 

(2004) found that the strength of the child-teacher relationship has a direct impact on 

academic and social outcomes for young children. However, additional empirical 

research is needed to fully understand how relationships that begin in the transition 
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process between the teacher, family, and child improve and or influence student 

outcomes and family participation. As states move to maintain and grow preschool 

programs (Ackerman and Coley, 2012; Department of Education, 2013), additional 

research is needed to better understand how risk factors such as disability and poverty 

(Hausken et al., 2002) impact the transition process. Such research should explore how 

urban settings, where many families living in poverty and students with identified 

disabilities are found, are meeting the needs of high-risk students transitioning into 

kindergarten and how relationships influence the kindergarten transition for the highest 

risk populations.      

Research Recommendation 1. Replicate this research in varied settings, or with varied 

stakeholders, to determine the perceived barriers and facilitators to successful 

kindergarten transitions for children identified with disabilities who have been served by 

Parts C and B of IDEA. Particular attention should be given to urban school districts to 

further understanding of the unique challenges facing high-needs students in urban 

settings. 

Given the paucity of research specific to individual stakeholders’ perceptions of high-

quality transition and how working in a high-poverty school system impacts both 

perception and practice, further research is needed in both areas. The use of a similar case 

study design would have the added benefit of rich descriptions, moving beyond what a 

purely quantitative study would offer. In this study, relationships developed over time 

were identified as critical to the transition culture, adding credence to Rimm-Kaufmann 

and Pianta’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Effects Model of Transition. Continued 
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research in this area will guide schools and systems that are looking to develop a strong 

transition culture as part of their early childhood education program. 

Research Recommendation 2. Undertake research that examines the relationship between 

student academic, behavioral, and social outcomes in the kindergarten year and the 

strength of relationships between kindergarten transition team members.  

In order to further support the Ecological and Dynamic Effects Model of Transition 

(Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000) and to advance the current work of this study, 

research directly linking academic and social outcomes to the strength of the transition 

team relationships is needed. Moving forward, quantitative, empirical evidence in support 

of the Ecological and Dynamic Effects Model of Transition would strengthen the 

argument that transition is really at its core a culture of shared beliefs, practices, and 

relationships that have a direct impact on sustained academic and social outcomes. Pianta 

and Stuhlman (2004) studied child-teacher relationships in the early grades and found 

that they play a role in basic skills acquisition in early elementary school. To move 

forward, future studies must look at correlations between strong transition team 

relationships, extensive and personalized transition practices, and social and academic 

growth of students with identified disabilities. 

Policy 

Because systems of federal accountability, such as Race to the Top (RTTT), are placing 

focus on student outcomes, there has been an increased emphasis on school readiness for 

young learners. Economic investments in high-quality preschool programs lead to long-

term fiscal benefits (Bartik, 2011; Bock & Miller, 2011; Heckman et al., 2010) and 

improved academic outcomes (Campbell et al., 2002; Moran, 2011; Turner et al., 2006). 
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President Obama has incentivized state policy development through his RTT Early-

Learning-Challenge grants, earmarking $500 million for improvements and innovation in 

early childhood education. In February of 2013, he furthered the administration’s 

commitment to high quality early learning opportunities through the expanded Preschool 

for All Plan. This plan proposes an additional $75 billion in funding to state preschool 

programs over the next decade and is likely to lead to rapid expansion in preschool 

learning environments within the next few years (Department of Education, Early 

Learning, 2013). As states respond to calls for pedagogical, policy, and curriculum 

alignment between the early childhood and elementary school years (Kagan & Tarrant, 

2010), it is vital that policy makers at the federal and state level address the incongruence 

that exists between current federal laws like ESEA and IDEA. For students with 

disabilities exiting preschool programs, the lack of federal guidance has led to ambiguous 

state guidelines (Rous et al., 2007), lack of collaboration between programs (Quintero & 

McIntyre, 2011), and little continuity in practice (Carlson et al., 2009; Daley et al., 2011). 

These policy issues must be addressed in order to maximize student gains for our most at-

risk learners.    

Policy Recommendation 1. Guidance for the process of transition into kindergarten 

should be integrated into the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and 

supported by specific early childhood transition plans and policy at the state level. 

IDEA first offered transition guidance for students leaving school for a post-graduation 

setting in the 1991 reauthorization. All schools must develop a high school exit plan for 

all students ages 14 and above who have an IEP (Johnson, Stodden, & Emanual, 2002). 

In the same 1991 reauthorization, federal policy makers mandated transition timelines for 
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students exiting Part C (early intervention services) and entering Part B Section 619 

(preschool services) at age 3, but they did not address the transition from Part B Section 

619 into kindergarten or elementary school (Rosenkoetter & Whaley, 2001). In the 1997 

reauthorization, the Part C to Part B transition was again addressed to offer a more 

seamless approach. Kindergarten was excluded from this reauthorization and again in the 

most recent reauthorization (2004). 

 Policy makers can no longer ignore the transition for students with disabilities 

entering the elementary school environment. Although states and localities are attempting 

to align early childhood systems with elementary systems, there are central differences 

between these environments that are not addressed through IDEA. Continuity in practice 

and transition culture depends on core universal policies and guidance that are based on 

current research. At the very least, IDEA should offer guidance on how states and local 

systems can create transition cultures to support this complex high-needs student 

population and to ensure that gains made through early intervention and preschool 

services are not lost in the early elementary years. In reality IDEA should require that a 

transition plan be in place starting with the transition from Part C to 619 and continuing 

through the transition from Part B Section 619 into elementary school.  

Policy Recommendation 2. States should make provisions, with serious consideration for 

fiscal need, to address disparities in transition practices for high-poverty districts and 

groups of students identified as high-needs populations. 

It is obvious that states have recognized the long-term benefits of high-quality preschool 

programs, the number of which have doubled in the past 8 years (Ackerman & Coley, 

2012). However, as preschool programs are developed, policy makers should ask the 
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critical questions about how to support these gains for students as they move into 

kindergarten. They should acknowledge that students from the most disadvantaged 

backgrounds often have access to the least intensive kindergarten transition practices 

(Hausken et al., 2002; Love et al., 1992). This is unfortunate, because Shulting et al. 

(2005) found that academic improvements were greatest for students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds who were engaged in transition activities and that a positive 

correlation existed between the amount of transition activities those students were 

engaged in and overall transition success. Two of the highest risk factors in transition 

success are socioeconomic background and disability (Hausken et al., 2002). When both 

factors impact a child, there is even greater reason for concern.  

Daley et al. (2011) found that district poverty was directly related to the use of 

less high-intensity practices such as visiting the child’s previous setting, meeting with 

staff from the previous setting, participating in IEP development, and developing 

preparatory strategies. Interestingly, studies by Daley et al. (2011) and Carlson et al. 

(2009) indicated that school-initiated transition activities have greater bearing on positive 

transition outcomes than any mitigating family issues. All of this research points to the 

responsibility that schools and systems have for this special student population. Policy 

makers should create structures and funding streams that foster a transition culture that 

emphasizes high-quality training, high-intensity personalized transition strategies and 

strong relationships between staff and family during the transition period. A strong 

transition culture is crucial to meeting the RTT-ELC priority of sustained positive 

program effects into the elementary years for our highest needs student populations.  
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Policy Recommendation 3. States should involve local education agencies (LEAs) in 

developing criteria for creating highly successful transition cultures to be used as 

guidance in improving the kindergarten transition process for students with disabilities.  

Kagan and Tarrant (2010) asked not only that systems be aligned but also that policy 

makers and practitioners consider transition as central to early childhood education rather 

than an add-on. The bridge between preschool and elementary school is essential to 

overall student success in the early years, but, to date, there are no clear criteria to judge 

the success of the kindergarten transition. In order to make improvements, state and local 

systems must have a method for identifying where strengths and weaknesses exist in their 

own processes. To do this, high-quality transition culture should be fully defined. Policy 

leaders should work with educators in the field to develop meaningful criteria and steps 

to reach them. These criteria should be aligned with the Quality Rating Improvement 

Systems (QRIS), which are being developed with funds from the RTT-ELC grants.  

Conclusions 

There is an undeniable relationship between improved student outcomes and quality 

preschool programming. In February 2011, using comprehensive longitudinal state data, 

Peabody Research Institute released a statement that Tennessee PreK students 

experienced an 82% gain in early literacy and math skills over their peers (Moran, 2011). 

The Peabody study supports prior data showing growth in achievement outcomes for 

students attending quality preschool programs across multiple states (Barnett et al., 

2005). Other studies have presented a clear relationship between high-quality, early 

learning opportunities and long-term economic benefits. In an economic study of long-

term fiscal investment, Heckman et al. (2010) reported a return of up to eleven dollars for 
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every dollar invested in the preschool education of a four year old from a low income 

family.  If preschool programs are coupled with parent supports such as job training, then 

the returns are even greater (Bartik, 2011). Dickens and Baschnagel (2009) analyzed 

longitudinal preschool studies like the Abecedarian and Perry Preschool Projects to show 

that there would be  increased revenue compared to the cost of investment over a period 

of 75 years when offering universal preschool. There is little debate about the long-term 

fiscal benefits of investment in preschool education for our early learners.  

The number of state-run preschool initiatives has doubled in the past 8 years 

(Ackerman & Coley, 2012). At the time of this study, preschool initiatives operating in 

40 states were reaching more than 1 million children (Ackerman & Coley, 2012). Schools 

must now focus on understanding the supports required to successfully transition an 

increasingly diverse high-needs population into kindergarten while ensuring sustained 

benefits. The ultimate goal is to not only preserve gains made in the preschool 

environment but also use the kindergarten transition to facilitate and sustain growth for 

all children. The question persists, how do we do this? 

At the root of the answer lies the idea that transition is a whole, ongoing process 

central to early childhood education. Kagan and Tarrant’s (2010) structural approach to 

transition is based on this notion and calls for alignment in pedagogical areas of 

curriculum standards, instruction, assessments, and interactions between teachers and 

children. It calls for programmatic alignment to address parent engagement, community 

outreach, and “congruence among program components” beyond the public school 

classroom. Rimm-Kaufmann and Pianta (2000) presented a conceptual framework for 

investigations into kindergarten transitions that echoes this call to examine the 
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relationships between the people and systems that surround the child throughout periods 

of transition. The Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition (Rimm-Kaufmann & 

Pianta, 2000) emphasizes the relationships between family, child, sending preschool staff, 

and receiving kindergarten staff over time. This model proposes that the relationships 

formed during the kindergarten transition may be outcomes in and of themselves, either 

improving transition or placing students at greater risk. 

This study offers a rich description of how one school system in Maryland has 

developed structures that emphasize relationship building among transition team 

members while fostering a collaborative and personalized transition culture for student 

with disabilities. It offers a snapshot of exemplar structures put into place by the school 

system’s Department of Special Education, which have led to extremely high rates of 

strategy use, including many of the personalized, high-intensity strategies that lead to the 

most successful transitions (Daley et al., 2011; Pianta et al., 1999). These strategies 

include annual training specific to transitions in early education; creation of personalized 

material like social stories, behavior charts, and instructional materials; opportunities to 

visit the sending preschool to observe the student and meet with the sending staff; an 

emphasis on family engagement and close communication; and collaborative writing of 

IEPs . There is much to learn from the deep descriptions of these practices. 

By studying the role that communication plays in developing strong relationships 

during the kindergarten transition, this study makes it clear that districts, schools, and 

individual teams must provide time for face-to-face collaboration with both sending and 

receiving staff and families. Technology has taken on an ever increasing role in 

communication across schools and with families; systems must prepare teachers to use 
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technology to their greatest benefit with careful scrutiny of appropriate use in building 

relationships and exchanging information. This study is unique in that it considers the 

kindergarten transition from the perspective of the receiving special education 

kindergarten teacher. This teacher’s role within the kindergarten transition is complex: 

managing timelines, contributing to paperwork, engaging families, collaborating with a 

myriad of professionals, creating individualized materials, all the while supporting the 

child and acting as the conduit of information between the triad of sending school, 

family, and receiving school.  

This study examines relationships among transition team members through the 

perspective the receiving kindergarten special education teacher. At the forefront is the 

idea that trust and open communication are the two most critical factors in developing 

strong transition team relationships. It is paramount that families trust the professionals 

who oversee their child’s transition, which then helps to allay fears and ensure confidence 

in the system at large. Teachers spoke of transparency and honesty as aspects of virtue in 

this professional setting. The willingness to share and the ability to be flexible in one’s 

approach and thinking are characteristics that strengthen the feeling of trust. Of course, 

even in an exemplar setting, barriers exist. The participants reported challenges due to 

personality conflicts, fear and anxiety over meeting student needs, changes and 

unpredictability in staffing for the upcoming year, and lack of follow-through even on 

simple procedures like paperwork. Acknowledging these barriers and putting into place 

ways to compensate or correct them will be important work for all systems as they 

improve their own kindergarten transition practices.  
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Lastly, although this study is not linked directly to student outcome measures, if 

the perspective of a teacher can be considered by those in the field as worthy of note, then 

this study offers evidence that the Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition is sound. 

Teachers reported that time and past history combine to either strengthen or erode the 

transition team as a whole. Strong relationships lead to sharing and collaboration, which 

benefit the student. It is vital that people in the field acknowledge that successful 

kindergarten transition depends not only on alignment of policies, structures, curricula, 

and practices, but also on a culture that fosters strong relationships between the 

individuals who surround each child during this critical period.  

This study presents an in-depth analysis of the transition process for students with 

disabilities exiting preschool and entering kindergarten within an exemplary model 

through the perspective of the receiving kindergarten special educator. It highlights best 

practices, notes barriers, and provides evidence of the important role that communication 

and relationship building have within the transition culture, adding directly to the quality 

of the kindergarten transition for individual students with disabilities. State and local 

systems should assess their own kindergarten transition practices to ensure that 

improvements are moving forward. Additional research is needed to further explore the 

link between relationships and child outcomes during the kindergarten transition. There 

remains a gap in the literature pertaining to how high-poverty school districts approach 

kindergarten transition for the most at-risk students. Policy makers must address issues of 

alignment, with particular emphasis on disparities in transition experiences for high-

needs student populations. It is time for IDEA to offer guidance to states and LEAs 

regarding kindergarten transition for students with disabilities. Collaboration among 
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researchers, policy makers, and practitioners is critical to ensure that the increasingly 

diverse population of students entering kindergarten is supported by a transition culture 

that ensures they will reach their greatest potential.  
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Appendix A 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

Protocol for Ecomap Development with the  

Receiving Kindergarten Special Education Teacher 

 

CASE STUDY INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: Part I 

 

Teacher Code:  __________________ 

Child’s Pseudonym: _________________   Interview Date: ___________ 

  

Research staff will say the following to the participant prior to beginning the interview: 
 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. The purpose of this study is to examine your 

perception of the relationships that develop between the child, family members, and other staff 

members and study the strategies that are currently being used during the transition process from 

preschool into kindergarten. Information gained from the study will be used to inform future 

research, policy, and practice and complete the researcher’s requirement for a doctorate in Special 

Education. The full interview will last approximately 75 minutes in length and will be audio 

recorded. We will spend the first 45 minutes creating an ecomap together and approximately 30 

minutes will be spent completing interview questions.  

 

The tape will be transcribed verbatim. The audio recording will be destroyed one year after the 

completion of this study. Your name, the child’s name, and your school’s name will not be used 

in the report. If you talk about a specific child or staff member during the course of this interview, 

please do not use their real name or other identifying information (e.g., parent’s name, age, 

teacher, etc.). You can use the pseudonym for the child and the role for the adult (e.g., mother, 

father, speech therapist). If you have any questions during or after the interview, please feel free 

to ask.   
 

Please take a few minutes to look at the key for the ecomap. We will be creating an ecomap for 

the child that you selected as most typical in the transition process. In creating the ecomap, we 

will be using solid green lines to represent an important or strong connections, dotted blue lines 

will represent a tenuous or developing connections, and jagged red lines to represent stressful or 

conflicted relationships. Do you have any questions? 

 

Begin with:  

 

Please think about the child we will be discussing. Place a circle with the child’s 

pseudonym in the center of the Ecomap page. We will now begin to draw circles for 

each of the family members, staff members, and outside community members who 

were involved in the transition process at any time from the period starting prior to 

the spring transition IEP meeting through this fall. A solid green line represents a 

strong relationship between the people within the circles, a dashed blue line 

represents a tenuous or developing relationship between the people within the circles, 
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and placing jagged red line represents a stressful or conflicted relationship between 

the people within the circles.  

 

You will place an F in the circle for family members, an S for sending school staff, an 

R for receiving school staff, a C for community resources, and a D for district level 

personnel.  

 

We will use arrows to represent the flow of information. For example if you initiated 

all contact with the family and they never contacted you directly the arrow would 

point from your circle to their circle. If there was mutual contact the arrow will be 

pointing both ways to indicate communication came from both of you.  

 

Do you have any questions about the ecomap? I will help to get you started. 

 

Next Steps: 

 

As you create the map I may ask you to write a few words along the lines to describe 

why you feel that a relationship is strong/important, tenuous/developing, or 

stressful/conflicted.  

 

Let’s start with the child’s central circle and work on from there. 
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Appendix A1 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ecomap Key 

 

Solid Green Line = strong relationship 

Dashed Blue Line = tenuous/developing relationship 

Jagged Red Line = stressful/conflicted relationship 

 

F= Family 

S = Sending School Staff 

R = Receiving School Staff 

D = District Staff 

C = Community Member 
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Appendix A2 

Ecomap Form 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study  
 

Ecomap 
Teacher Code:  __________________ 

Child’s Pseudonym: _________________   Interview Date: ____________ 
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Appendix A3 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

Protocol for Interview with the Receiving Kindergarten Special Education 

Teacher 

 

CASE STUDY INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: Part II 

 

Teacher Code:__________________ 

Child’s Pseudonym: _________________ Interview Date:____________ 

 
Thank you for completing the ecomap. Now we will examine your perception of the transition process both 

within the district as a whole and for the specific child who is depicted on the ecomap. Information gained 

from the study will be used to complete the researcher’s requirement for a doctorate in Special Education 

and to inform researchers, policymakers, and practitioners in the region. This portion of the interview will 

last approximately 30 minutes in length and will be audio recorded. The tape will be transcribed verbatim. 

The audio recording will be destroyed one year after the completion of this study. Your name, the child’s 

name, and your school’s name will not be used in the report. If you talk about a specific child or staff 

member during the course of this interview, please do not use their real name or other identifying 

information (e.g., parent’s name, age, teacher, etc.). You can use the pseudonym for the child and the role 

for the adult (e.g., mother, father, speech therapist). Here is a copy of the questions I will be asking for you 

to review as we talk. If you have any questions during or after the interview, please feel free to ask.   

 

 How many years have you been teaching? _____  

 How many years have you been teaching special education? ____ 

 How many years have you been involved in the transition into kindergarten 

for students with special needs? _____  

 How many years have you been involved in the transition into kindergarten 

for students with special needs within this county? _____ 
 

 

 

1. Please describe your understanding of the transition procedures used within your 

county  

and/or school for children with IEPs exiting preschool and entering kindergarten.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are the strengths of the transition process within your county and/or school 

for children entering kindergarten with IEPs?   
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3. What are the general difficulties you encounter during transition within your 

county and/or school for children entering kindergarten with IEPs?  

 

 

 

 

4. Do you feel that your district and/or school has adequately prepared you to 

facilitate a positive transition experience for children and families? If yes in what 

ways. If no why not.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Did your county training include any information specific to the importance of 

creating strong relationships to ensure successful transition into kindergarten?  

 

 

 

 

 

6. Do you feel that the relationship between transition team members impacts a 

child’s transition into kindergarten? If so in what ways? If not why not?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Do you have any suggestions for strategies that could be used to strengthen 

relationships between transition team members? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. Describe any special programs or strategies that your school has in place for the 

transition into kindergarten.  
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9. Did this child attend a district run early childhood center preschool or a 

community based preschool last year?  

 

 

 

 

10. Did you attend this child’s transition IEP meeting in the spring? If not who from 

your building attended the transition IEP meeting? Is that typical? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. How did you contribute to the development of the IEP ?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12. According to this child’s transition IEP what services and/or related services does 

he/she receive?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Were there any strengths in the process specific to this child’s transition? If so 

what were they?  
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14. Were there any difficulties in the process specific to this child’s transition? If so 

what were they?  

 

 

 

 

 

15. Overall would you say that the transition team members for this specific child 

have a strong relationship, tenuous/developing relationship, or a 

conflicted/stressed relationship? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16. How was contact initiated? How is the communication process kept open 

throughout the transition process? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. Describe any special strategies you used to assist this student in transitioning into 

kindergarten. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18. Thank you very much for your time and participation. Is there anything else you 

would like to add?  
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Appendix B 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 
IRB # 111007 

Principal Investigator: Maxine Freund, Ed. D., 202 994-1547 

Sponsor: The George Washington University 

Questionnaire Invitation Email 

 

Dear Teacher, 

 
Kindergarten special educators in XXX County Public Schools are invited to participate in a 

research study about the transition process for students with identified disabilities who have 

exited preschool and entered kindergarten. This is a great opportunity for you to highlight 

particular processes, programs, or strategies that are in place to help your entering kindergartners 

transition into school.  

 

The study is being completed under the supervision and guidance of _____________, elementary 

special education instructional facilitator, and __________, early childhood special education 

instructional facilitator. The study has been fully approved by The XXX Office of Research. 

 

The research is being conducted through The George Washington University’s Graduate School 

of Education and Human Development. The Principle Investigator is Dr. Maxine Freund, Special 

Education Professor. The study will be carried-out by Jessica Lucas, XXX Elementary School 

Special Education Co-team Leader, to complete the requirements of a Doctorate in Education 

from The George Washington University.  

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you complete an online questionnaire. The total amount of 

time you will spend in connection with this study is less than 15 minutes. Taking part in the 

research is voluntary. You may skip any part of the questions or exit the questionnaire at any 

time. The questionnaire can be found at the following link: XXXXXXXXXXX 

 

This study offers you a unique opportunity to add to the body of research regarding children with 

special needs transitioning into kindergarten. Your time and support in the pursuit of educational 

research is truly appreciated. Please contact us if you want further information.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Jessica Lucas     Dr. Maxine Freund 

XXX Elementary School   The George Washington University 

Ellicott City, MD 21042   Graduate School of Education and Human  

(410) 313-2819     Development 

Jessica.lucas@XXX.edu Department of Special Education and 

Disabilities Studies 

(202) 994-1547, maxbfreund@gmail.com 

  

mailto:Jessica.lucas@hcpss.edu
mailto:maxbfreund@gmail.com
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Appendix B1 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 
IRB # 111007 

Principal Investigator: Maxine Freund, Ed. D., 202 994-1547 

Sponsor: The George Washington University 

 

Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten 

   
 

Information about the Research Study:  

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process Implemented for Students 

with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering Kindergarten 

A Multiple-Case Study  

The Questionnaire: Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten  

IRB #111007 

 

All special education kindergarten resource teachers in HCPSS (n=40) are invited to participate in 

a research study under the direction of Dr. Maxine Freund of the Department of Special 

Education and Disabilities Studies within the Graduate School of Education and Human 

Development at George Washington University (GWU). The study will be carried-out by Jessica 

Lucas, XXX Elementary School Special Education Co-team Leader, to complete the 

requirements of a Doctorate in Education from The George Washington University. Taking part 

in this research is entirely voluntary. The total amount of time you will spend in connection with 

this study is expected to be less than 15 minutes. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationships that develop among staff, child, and 

family, and general transition practices being implemented, during the kindergarten transition 

process for the students with disabilities attending kindergarten in the fall of 2010. The questions 

you will be asked in the questionnaire pertain to the specific processes (i.e. did you receive 

student records, did the student attend kindergarten orientation, did you attend the transition IEP 

etc.) that were used during the transition into kindergarten for one of your students.  

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you complete an online questionnaire. You may refuse to 

answer any of the questions and you may stop your participation in this study at any time. Your 

employment status will not, in any way, be affected should you choose not to participate or if you 

decide to withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include: loss of 

confidentiality. Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in 

daily life. 

 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study nor will you be compensated for 

participation. The potential direct benefit to the subject is an opportunity to highlight the 

transition practices occurring in your classroom and at your school and lead to improved 

understanding of transitions for students with disabilities. Every effort will be made to keep your 

information confidential, however, this cannot be guaranteed. Safeguards such as maintaining the 

data file on a password protected computer and limiting data access to one researcher increases 



  

 

195 

 

confidentiality. Your individual participation in this questionnaire will not be reported to your 

school or the department of special education. A final report of the study will be forwarded to the 

XXX Department of Special Education. If you would like to request a copy of the completed 

report please contact Jessica Lucas using the contact information below. If results of this research 

study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the people and schools who participated in 

this study will not be named or identified.  

 

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number (202) 

994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research participant. Your 

records for the study may be reviewed by departments of the George Washington University 

responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance. Further information regarding this 

study may be obtained by contacting Dr. Maxine Freund, at telephone number (202) 994-1547 or 

Jessica Lucas, at telephone number (410) 313-2819. 

 

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not requested. Your willingness to participate in this 

research study is implied if you proceed with completing the questionnaire.  

 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten 
Portions of this questionnaire have been adapted from an existing questionnaire: 

Pre-Elementary Education Longitudinal Study (2004). Kindergarten teacher questionnaire. Retrieved March 1, 2005, 

from http://www.peels.org/docs/kteacherq.pdf 
 

1. You teach kindergarten special education at a(n)  

Regional Early Childhood Center (RECC) 

Elementary School  

 

Choose ONE student from your caseload who entered kindergarten with an XXX IEP 

and most closely represents your typical transition practices and process. 

 

2. The child you selected attended a 

 XXX RECC preschool 

 Community based preschool 

 Judy Center 

 Head Start 

 You do not know 

 

Please rate the following transition strategies based on: the extent to which you found 

this strategy helpful.  

 

3. You attended a district kindergarten transition training or meeting 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

4. You attended a special education parent information session related to transition into 

kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

5. You attended general education kindergarten orientation 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

  

http://www.peels.org/docs/kteacherq.pdf
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6. You received the child’s previous records 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

7. The sending preschool program provided information about this child 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

8. You provided parents with written information about your kindergarten class or 

program 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

9. You called this child’s parents or guardians before the student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

10. You called this child’s parents or guardians after the student started kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 
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11. The parents or guardians of this child were encouraged to meet the staff before the 

student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

12. This child and family attended the general education kindergarten orientation 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

13. You visited this child’s home before the student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

14. You visited this child’s home after the student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

15. You visited this child’s previous preschool setting to observe the child 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 
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16. You met with staff from the sending preschool program specifically about this child 

outside of the IEP 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

17. You participated in the development of the transition IEP for this child before the 

student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

18. You attended this child’s transition IEP 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

19. You developed individualized strategies (i.e. behavior plans, social stories, or 

modifications) for this child’s transition before the student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 

 

20. You developed individualized strategies (i.e. behavior plans, social stories, or 

modifications) for this child’s transition after the student entered kindergarten 

 1 not helpful 

 2 somewhat helpful 

 3 helpful 

 4 very helpful 

 5 critical 

 N/A=not applicable (it did not occur, you did not attend, you were not aware of it) 
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21. In the box below: 

Describe any special programs or strategies that you or your school have in place for the 

transition into kindergarten (examples: parent groups, special trainings, vertical planning 

with preschool staff) 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
Thank you for answering the questions about your transition strategies. You are almost done! 

I am planning to interview teachers as a portion of this study. The interview will be 

regarding your current transition practices. The interview will take approximately 75 

minutes and will be conducted in person at your convenience. Participation in this 

interview is voluntary and the information gathered will be treated confidentially. If you 

are interested in being interviewed for this study, please insert your name, preferred 

telephone number, and email address in the box below. 
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Appendix C 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

Protocol for the Follow-Up Telephone Interview  

With the Receiving Kindergarten Special Education Teacher 

 

Teacher Code:  __________________  

Child’s Pseudonym: _________________   Interview Date:

 __________________ 
 

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me again. I hope the school year is continuing to go 

well. This should only take about 15 minutes of your time. 

 

 

 

 

1. Did you have an opportunity to review the ecomap from our interview meeting?  

Is there anyone you would add to it or remove? If so why? 

 

 

 

2. After reflecting are there any changes in the strengths of the relationships between 

people? If so can you explain why? 

 

 

 

 

3. Thinking about the strategies that you put into place for the child we discussed were there 

any additional activities or strategies you would like to include?  

 

 

 

4. I would like to share with you my initial impressions of emerging themes from our 

ecomap and interview. Please feel free to stop me and discuss my thoughts at anytime. 

(the next part will be dependent on initial findings and will differ for all participants) 

 

 

 

5. Do you feel that is an accurate assessment of your perceptions? If not please share your 

thoughts with me.  

 

 

 

 

6. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix D 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

November XX, 2010 

 

Mr./Mrs./Dr. XXXX 

Building Principal 

XXXX Elementary School  

 

Dear Principal XXX, 

 

Kindergarten special educators in XXX County Public Schools are being asked to volunteer for a 

research study about the transition process for students with identified disabilities who have 

exited preschool and entered kindergarten. The study will include both an online district wide 

survey of special education teachers and a face-to-face interview with approximately 10 special 

education teachers currently teaching kindergarten. We are hoping to secure 5 interview 

participants from a RECC kindergarten site and 5 participants from elementary kindergarten staff. 

If you have particular processes, programs, or strategies that you would like highlighted through 

the questionnaire or interview please encourage your kindergarten special educator to participate 

in the study. During the reporting phase all efforts will be made to keep teacher and school 

specific information confidential. 

 

This study has been fully approved by The XXX Office of Research. The study is being 

completed under the supervision and guidance of ___________, elementary special education 

instructional facilitator, and __________, early childhood special education instructional 

facilitator 

 

The study is being conducted through The George Washington University’s Graduate School of 

Education and Human Development. The Principle Investigator is Dr. Maxine Freund, Special 

Education Professor. The study will be carried-out by Jessica Lucas, XXX Elementary School 

Special Education Co-team Leader, to complete the requirements of a Doctorate in Education 

from The George Washington University.  

 

The purpose of this research is to examine the relationships that develop among staff, child, and 

family, and general transition practices being implemented, during the kindergarten transition 

process for the students with disabilities attending kindergarten in the fall of 2010. 

 

This study offers special education kindergarten teachers a unique opportunity to add to the body 

of research regarding children with special needs transitioning into kindergarten. Your time and 

support in the pursuit of educational research is truly appreciated. Please contact us for further 

information.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Jessica Lucas     Dr. Maxine Freund 
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XXX Elementary School   The George Washington University 

Ellicott City, MD 21042   Graduate School of Education and Human  

(410) 313-2819     Development 

Jessica.lucas@XXX.edu Department of Special Education and 

Disabilities Studies 

(202) 994-1547, maxbfreund@gmail.com 

 

Appendix E 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 
IRB # ______________________ 

Principal Investigator: Maxine Freund, Ed. D., 202 994-1547 

Sponsor: The George Washington University 

 

INFORMED CONSENT  

ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE FOLLOW-UP EMAIL 

 

Information about the Research Study:  

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process Implemented for Students 

with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering Kindergarten 

A Multiple-Case Study  

The Questionnaire: Strategies Implemented to Aid in the Transition to Kindergarten  

IRB #111007 

 

This is a reminder to complete your online questionnaire “Strategies Implemented to Aid in the 

Transition to Kindergarten”. The link to the questionnaire can be found below. You will have an 

opportunity to volunteer as a case study interview participant at the end of the questionnaire. If 

you have not done so yet this would be an excellent opportunity to highlight the transition 

practices occurring in your classroom and at your school. 

 

All special education kindergarten resource teachers in XXX are invited to participate in a 

research study under the direction of Dr. Maxine Freund of the Department of Special Education 

and Disabilities Studies within the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at 

George Washington University (GWU). The study will be carried-out by Jessica Lucas, XXX 

Elementary School Special Education Co-team Leader, to complete the requirements of a 

Doctorate in Education from The George Washington University. Taking part in this research is 

entirely voluntary. The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this study is 

expected to be less than 15 minutes. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationships that develop among staff, child, and 

family, and general transition practices being implemented, during the kindergarten transition 

process for the students with disabilities attending kindergarten in the fall of 2010. The questions 

you will be asked in the questionnaire pertain to the specific strategies (i.e. did you receive 

student records, did the student attend kindergarten orientation, did you attend the transition IEP 

etc.) that were used during the transition into kindergarten for one of your students.  

 

If you choose to take part in this study, you complete an online questionnaire. You may refuse to 

answer any of the questions and you may stop your participation in this study at any time. Your 

mailto:Jessica.lucas@hcpss.edu
mailto:maxbfreund@gmail.com
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employment status will not, in any way, be affected should you choose not to participate or if you 

decide to withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include: loss of 

confidentiality. Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in 

daily life. 

 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study nor will you be compensated for 

participation. The potential direct benefit to the subject is an opportunity to highlight the 

transition practices occurring in your classroom and at your school and lead to improved 

understanding of transitions for students with disabilities. Every effort will be made to keep your 

information confidential, however, this cannot be guaranteed. Safeguards such as maintaining the 

data file on a password protected computer and limiting data access to one researcher increases 

confidentiality. Your individual participation in this questionnaire will not be reported to your 

school or the department of special education. A final report of the study will be forwarded to the 

XXX Department of Special Education. If you would like to request a copy of the completed 

report please contact Jessica Lucas using the contact information below. If results of this research 

study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the people and schools who participated in 

this study will not be named or identified.  

 

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number (202) 

994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research participant. Your 

records for the study may be reviewed by departments of the George Washington University 

responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance. Further information regarding this 

study may be obtained by contacting Dr. Maxine Freund, at telephone number (202) 994-1547 or 

Jessica Lucas, at telephone number (410) 313-2819. 

 

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not requested. Your willingness to participate in this 

research study is implied if you proceed with completing the questionnaire.  

 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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Appendix F 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

The Receiving Special Educators’ Perception of the Transition Process 

Implemented for Students with Disabilities Exiting Preschool and Entering 

Kindergarten: 

A Multiple-Case Study 

IRB # 111007 

 

All kindergarten special education resource teachers in the county (n=40) are being 

invited to participate in a research study about the transition process for students with 

identified disabilities who have exited preschool and entered kindergarten. The study is 

being conducted through The George Washington University’s Graduate School of 

Education and Human Development. The primary investigator is Dr. Maxine Freund, 

Special Education Professor. The study will be carried-out by Jessica Lucas, XXX 

Elementary School Special Education Co-team Leader, to complete the requirements of a 

Doctorate in Education from The George Washington University.  

 

Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationships that develop among staff, child, 

and family, and general transition practices being implemented, during the kindergarten 

transition process for the students with disabilities attending kindergarten in the fall of 

2010.  

 

Procedures  

If you agree to be a participant in the interview process we would ask you to do the 

following things: 

1) Participate in one 75 minute face-to-face interview with the researcher about the 

relationships of the transition team members and general transition process for the 

students who entered kindergarten this fall with a XXX IEP. You will be asked to chose 

one student who is experiencing a typical transition process. Interviews will be audio 

taped and transcribed verbatim.  

 

2) Participate in approximately a 15 minute follow-up telephone interview to review 

outcomes of the first interview, discuss initial impressions of the interview data, and offer 

clarification. The telephone follow-up will not be recorded. The researcher will take 

running notes. 

 

Risks and Benefits to Being in the Study 

Assumed risks to you are not any greater than those faced in everyday situations. Possible 

risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include: loss of confidentiality. There 

will be no direct benefit to you. The potential benefit to the subjects is an opportunity to 

document the current transition practices for students with disabilities entering 

kindergarten in XXX which can lead to improved understanding of transitions for 

students with disabilities. 

 

Compensation 
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You will be compensated for your time with a $25.00 gift card to a local store upon 

completion of the face-to-face interview.  

 

 

Confidentiality 
Every effort will be made to keep the records of this research private however 

confidentiality cannot be fully guaranteed. Research records will be kept in a locked file, 

and access will be limited to the researchers, a methodology expert from The George 

Washington University, and the University review board responsible for protecting 

human participants, and regulatory agencies. Data related to your responses will be 

reported in association with the model of kindergarten in which you teach (Regional 

Early Childhood Center or Elementary School Model) and the county in which you are 

employed (XXX). If specific quotes are used your identity will be masked. At no time 

will your name or the name of your school be associated with the quotes. Phrases like 

"one participant from an early childhood center said" will be used to ensure the highest 

level of confidentiality protection. All tapes, transcripts, and related documents will be 

destroyed one year after the completion of the study.  

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study 

Your participation is voluntary. Your employment status will not, in any way, be affected 

should you choose not to participate or if you decide to withdraw from the study at any 

time. If you choose not to participate, it will not affect your current or future relations 

with the XXX County School District or The George Washington University.  

 

Contacts and Questions 
The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number (202) 

994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research participant. Your 

records for the study may be reviewed by departments of the George Washington University 

responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance. Further information regarding this 

study may be obtained by contacting Dr. Maxine Freund, at telephone number (202) 994-1547 or 

Jessica Lucas, at telephone number (410) 313-2819. 
 

Jessica Lucas     Dr. Maxine Freund 

XXX Elementary School   The George Washington University 

Ellicott City, MD 21042   Graduate School of Education and Human  

(410) 313-2819    Development 
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