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Preface

This document is one response to concerns about young children's transition to school that are
shared by policymakers, educators, practitioners, and parents. Over the past 20 years, there have
been several efforts at the national level to improve the transition from early childhood programs
to early elementary school programs. The Follow Through Program, which addressed alternative
ways for carrying forward children's early childhood experiences into the elementary school years,
was the first major effort to perfect methods to achieve better transitions. Project Developmental
Continuity, carried out during the 1970s, was another endeavor designed to examine linkages
between Head Start and school programs. Recently, National Head Start has taken a
comprehensive look at supporting children's transition from early childhood programs to
programs in schools. The U.S. Department of Education (1991), the National Association of
State Boards of Education (1991), and the National Association of Elementary School Principals
(1991) also recognize the importance of building connections among parents, preschools, and
elementary schools to ensure smooth and coherent transitions.

Recent efforts to implement transitiot: practices in the Western Region exemplify and
illuminate the challenges of strengthening connections among early childhood programs, school
programs, families, service providers, and the community. This document describes some of the
practices associated with such efforts, and illustrates practices, approaches, and activities being
used to facilitate the transition for young children and their families. The purpose of this
document is to convey some descriptive information to groups or individuals who may be
interested in creating early childhood continuity through the building of home, school, and
community partnerships. The intended audience includes departments of education and other

state agencies, schoo! districts, preschools, community agencies, and parents.
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Introduction

Educators, parents, and policymakers are increasingly recognizing the importance of early
childhood education in the long-range success of chiidren. Longitudinal studies of early
intervention programs indicate that high-quality early childhood services help to boost children's
performance in school, increase family cohesiveness, and prevent juvenile delinquency. Yet, the
benefits of high-quality services for children and their families may be muted if the schools that
children enter at age five fail to build on the positive experiences provided by early childhood
programs. Increasing numbers of educators are recognizing the potentially harmful effects of a
lack of connection between early childhood and early elementary (K-3) school programs
(Bowman, 1994; U.S. Department of Education, 1993; Kagan, 1992; Epps, 1992; Love, 1992,
Payzant, 1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1992; Lally, Mangione, & Honig, 1988). Whether
the transition to school is abrupt or smooth for children depends on whether early childhood and
elementary school programs work together to build bridges between their services. This
document presents several examples of collaborative efforts in the Westemn Region to smooth the
transition to school. These examples iilustrate key elements of promising transition programs and
provide insights into strategies and efforts to create linkages between early childhood and early
elementary school programs.

Only recently has a comprehensive set of elements of promising transition programs been
identified and defined (Early Childhood Collaboration Network, 1993). Collaborative work by 10
Regional Educational Laboratories in assisting communities to strengthen early childhood and
school linkages has provided the information base for a comprehensive definition of transition
practices. Using the definitions developed by the Regional Educational Laboratories as a
framework, the Metropolitan Educational Trends and Research Outcomes (METRO) Center at
Southwest Regional Laboratory, in collaboration with Far West Laboratory for Educational
Research and Development, initiated a study of transition programs in the Western Region. As a
result, the study identified five programs in the Western Region that exhibit a wide array of
effective transition practices. There is general consensus among experts on early childhood

education (e.g., Kagan [1992] and Bowman [1994]), as to what constitutes an appropriate and




exemplary practice in theory. Many of these concerns often are not addressed in the actual
transition of children from preschool to elementary schools (Love & Logue, 1992), and few states
have produced reports to disseminate information and hence encourage school districts to address
this problem. One state that has done so is California whose Department of Education's
publications, Here They Come, Ready or Not (California Department of Education, 1987) and /t's
Elementary (1992), call for continuity and articulation of early childhood programs and early
elementary school programs. The transition programs described here are attempting to implement
practices such as those described in the aforementioned publications.

The purpose of this report is to describe how various elements of five transition programs
are being developed in a programmatic way and carried out in practice. This report aims to
illustrate practices by way of examples, not to survey or investigate them systematically. It is an
inventory of some specific approaches and program components in the region that may be of

interest to practitioners and researchers who are concerned with improving the lives of young
children.

Data Collection

To idenﬁfy transition programs, we sent a letter stating the goals of this study to county
superintendents in the Western Region - Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah. A similar letter
also was sent to the superintendents of the largest school districts in Califorma. The letter
expressed an interest in receiving documentation on school districts' transition programs or input
with regard to identifying or nominating promising transition programs, practices, or curricula
that effectively link early childhood and early elementary school programs. Programs are
considered promising if the practices that districts implemented improve the connection between
preschool and elementary school and smooth the transition to school for children and families.
Information on these programs represents an important addition to the current knowledge base on
early childhood and early elementary school education services.

The letter further detailed the types of information that would help in examining transition

practices. While it was not expected that any program would fully delineate the degree to which




activities are carried out or which data are fully available, the lisiing was intended to guide the
superintendents' responses. The information sought was divided into categories such as program
features, program communication and collaboration, instructional activities, parental involvement
efforts and support, and supporting components including staff development, with each category
further itemized.

Follow-up telephone calls to the county and district offices were made, and we identifiec
and received information on five transition programs in the Western Region. We sent a
preliminary version of this document to the transition program directors, and they provided us
with feedback and comments. It was then fi:: ther revised by incorporating the comments and
feedback. It is important to recognize that some of these programs are at an early stage, with
documentation on their practices still in a preliminary stage, and that daia are not available to
assess on how closely these programs are following the goals stated in their documents.

Although this number seems small, one also should note that, while there are many
excellent programs at the preschool and elementary school level, and the importance of the idea of
transition activities is generally recognized, the formalization of a transition program in many
counties or districts is either nonexistent or at a preliminary stage. Indeed, the recently concluded
National Transition Study by the RMC Research Corporation (Love & Logue, 1992) found that
only 13% of the schools in the country have formally recognized the need for transition activities.
It is yet another major step to implement local transition activities and eventually develop

districtwide or countywide transition programs.

Criteria for Transition Programs

Although there is no universal agreement on a precise set of criteria, a brief examination of the
current literature on transition gives an overview of what are generally believed to be successful
transition practices. It is clear that, although successful transition programs that bridge preschool
and kindergarten are not sufficient in themselves to promote educational progress in children,
continuity from one program to the other is a fundamental concern. Continnity is not just
restricted to cognitive, instructional, and curricular issues. It also involves affective,

psychological, family, and cultural considerations. Kagan (1992) describes two types of
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continuity - horizontal continuity and vertical continuity. Horizontal continuity refers to the
different settings such as families, schools, and communities, in which a young child receives care
and education at any point in time. Vertical continuity refers to the amount of linkage among
different settings across time and development. Both of these kinds of continuity are important.
Continuity, implemented comprehensively, establishes conditions that. foster the development and
well-being of the child throughout the early childhood and early primary school years.

Many authors and publications have examined the multifaceted nature of continuity in the
lives of young children. The Early Childhood Initiatives in Oregon (McClanahan, 1992) stress the
continuity of philosophy, pedagogy, and structure as the key to readiness: "Children ready for
school and school ready for children." Lombardi (1992) emphasizes that the three key elements
toward continuity are developmentally appropriate practices, parent involvement, and supportive
services for children and families. The Position Statement on School Readiness, adopted by the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) in July 1990, states that
"successful intervention efforts" have several key elements: comprehensive services to ensure
individual needs, parental roles as first teachers, and firsthand learning experiences for children.
The Bridging Early Services Transition Project (Roserkoetter, 1993) is an outreach project
sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education. It identified six aspects of a good transition:
preplanning, communication, shared information and trust, empowering of parents, least
restrictive environment, and evaluation. Easing the Transition From Preschool to Kindergarten,
a guide from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (1990) for early childhood
teachers and administrators, lists the keys to a successful transition. They include program
continuity through developmentally appropriate curricula, ongoing communication, preparing
children for transition, and parent involvement. The phrasing of the key ideas may be different,
but the general agreement is noteworthy. A refinement of this general framework into more
specific criteria is being carried out by different researchers.

In this report, the general framework for reviewing identified transition programs was
developed by a collaborative group of 10 regional educational laboratories (RELs). A final
working document of the collahorative work by the 10 RELs (Early Childhood Collaboration

Network, 1993) identifies th.: following eight elements as critical in ensuring smooth transitions




and providing continuity for children and their families:

1. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by home, school, and community partners sharing leadership and
responsibility for decisionmaking - shared leadership and decisionmaking.

2. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by a continuum of comprehensive and integrated services -
comprehensive and integrated services for children and their families.

3. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by policies, practices, and programs that demonstrate the education,
involvement, and empowerment of families - education, involvement, and
empowerment of families.

4. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by policies, programs, and practices that demonstrate sensitivity to
the home culture and home language of children and their families - sensitivity
to home culture and home language.

5. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by ongoing communication among all adults who are responsible for
the children's care and education - communication.

6. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by a crordinated approach to staff development across agencies to

enhance implementation of home, school, and community linkages - joint staff
development.

7. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive curriculum,
instruction, and assessment - developmentally appropriate practices.

8. Continuity for children from birth through age eight and their families is
facilitated by documentation and reporting of processes, operations, and
outcomes that are used to refine and/or expand home, school, and community
linkages - evaluation.

A set of indicators defines each of these elements. The features of the five program:
identified are used to illustiate how the eight elements are reflected in practice. A description of

each of the five programs precedes the review of the eight elements.




Transition Programs

The National Transition Study (Love & Logue, 1992) drew a major implication for early
childhood program policies and practices that "there is no single way to implement transition
activities that will be appropriate for all schools” (. 6). The basic reason is that we live in a
pluralistic society. Children from different cultiral backgrounds and socioeconomic situations
come to school with varied experiences. Sclhiool districts with different demograpbic profiles may
decide to use their limited resources in their transition efforts differently. Hence, the scope of a
transition program could be at a school, school district, or intermediate education agency level.
The five programs described herein - Santa Clara, South Bay, Southwest, Irvine, and Reno -
illustrate some of these factors at work. The Reno program cuts across two counties in Nevada.
The Santa Clara program is an effort at the county level. The Southwest program is a combined
effort of three geographically contiguous school districts in a metropolitan area. The South Bay
and Irvine programs are districtwide programs with different characteristics. The description of
each program focuses first on its goals, followed by a brief demographic summary and other key
information. Under each of the eight transition elements, details about these programs are

delineated.

Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Project - Santa Clara

The Head Start Transition Project of the Santa Clara County Office of Education, San Jose, CA,
is part of the research and demonstration project created by the U.S. Congress in 1990 to study
whether the provision of continuous and comprehensive services, developmentally appropn'até
curricula, and parent involvement will "sustain the gains" of Head Start children after they leave
Head Start. The Santa Clara program is one of 32 National Demonstration Projects funded by the
Administration for Children, Youth, and Families (ACYF) through the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. The objectives of the program are to (a) maintain the early benefits of Head
Start preschool participation among kindergartners through third graders; (b) increase parent
involvement in children's education in the school and home; (c) ensure that the basic needs of
low-income children and their families are met in order to maximize their potential for success in

education and later life; and (d) empower families and help improve the quality of their lives.

IV




Two schools in the Franklin-McKinley Elémentary School District, San Jose, CA, were
designated as transition schools. They are located in areas of urban poverty, with all the attendant
problems associated with such neighborhoods, including crowded housing conditions and
unwanted mobility. Many of the residents are immigrants from Mexico, Central and South
America, Vietnam, Cambodia, and other Southeast Asian countries. The sthnic distribution is
72% Hispanic, 23% Asian, 2% Black, 1% White, 1% Native American, and 1% others. Many
parents speak little or no English. Significant numbers of these students have little or no
proficiency in English and have cultural backgrounds with beliefs, values, and attitudes different
from the dominant culture.

The Santa Clara County Office of Education has extensive experience with transition
programs, having conducted an earlier transition project (1987-1989), which was funded by the
Head Start Bureau of the ACYF, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. This
project focused on the "desirability of facilitating the entry of all children into elementary school,"
not just those with preschool experience. A manual detailing the experience from this project is
available from the Santa Clara County Office of Education. The current project can be regarded

as a continuation of the 1989 project, a collaborative effort with the Frankiin-McKinley
Element' ry School District.

VIP (Very Important Preschoolers) Village - South Bay

The VIP Village, in South Bay Union School District, which serves Imperial Beach and South
San Diego, CA, believes that the partnership between families and school is one of the key
concepts in a successful transition between early childhood programs and the elementary school.
The district believes early childhood education programs must promote and enhance potential, as
well as recognize and support families, languages, and cultures of preschool students. Program
goals include: (a) providing age-appropriate activities that meet the developmental, cultural, and
linguistic needs of each child; (b) supporting the "whole child" through activities that allow
creative exploration and development of cognitive, social, physical, and language skills; (c)
fostering readiness skills necessary for future success; and (d) promoting self-concept and
sensitivity to a variety of cultures and values.

South Bay Union School District's population falls into the lowest quartile




socioeconomically in the state of California, with 18% on Aid to Families with Dependent

Children (AFDC) and 57% below the poveity level. Sixty-eight percent of the population are
ethnic minorities with the majority being Hispanic. The second largest minority group consists of
Filipinos. Overall, more than 30% of the students in the district are limited or non-English
speaking.

South Bay has a successful history of over 25 years in child development programs.
Beginning in 1967, Unruh Preschool served over 150 children and their families. As funds
diminished, the district demonstrated a strong commitment to early childhood education by
funding additional preschool classes out of its general fund. South Bay serves approximately 500
children, ages 3-5, with 18 state-funded, 2 district-funded, and 4 special education classes located
at the VIP Village. This program has served as an exemplary model for early childhood
education, with over 300 visitors each year to see preschool technology, articulation/transition

practices, curriculum assessment, primary language instruction, and mainstreaming practices.

Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Project - Southwest

The Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Project, Southwest
Human Development, Phoenix, AZ, is one of the 32 National Demonstration Projects funded by
the ACYF, Department of Health and Human Services. The principal objectives of the project are
to' (a) develop collaborative strategies that facilitate the smooth transition of Head Start children
and their families into the public school kindergarten and primary grades, while providing
continuous and comprehensive services; (b) determine whether these services will maintain the
earlier benefits gained by the children and families; and (c) determine the impact of Head Start
services as extended into the first four years (K-3) of public schools.

The Southwest Transition Demonstration Project is a consortium of three geographically
contiguous elementary school districts: Balsz, Creighton, and Osborn, all located in Phoenix.
The neighborhoods served suffer from numerous problems associated with low-income areas.
The ethnic distribution of students in the three districts is 34% Hispanic, 9% Black, 7% Native
American, 2% Asian, 47% Anglo, and 1% other. In the three selected schools - David Crockett
School, William T. Machan School, and Encanto School - 86% of the students in Crockett, 83%

of the students in Machan, and 75% of the students in Encanto receive free and/or reduced lunch.
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The Southwest program serves children who leave Southwest Head Start in 1992 and
1993 and enter selected kindergartens at Crockett (Balsz School District), Machan (Creighton
School District), and Encanto (Osbom School District) schools. Approximately 220 children and
their families were enrolled in the transition kindergarten classes during 1992-93 with another 220
expected for 1993-94. The Southwest program's approach is multipronged, interdisciplinary,
comprehensive, and family oriented. It provides for extensive family services such as a family
focused case management system and accessible family literacy programs. Thus, this program

includes provisions for comprehensive services to support and assist families who are at risk, not

just the children at risk.
Transitional Bilingnal Education Program - Irvine

The Transiticnal Bilingual Education Program, in its fifth year of operation, is a Title VII program
of the Irvine Unified School District, Irvine, CA. This early intervention program is designed to
prevent school failure with the aim of providing a solution to the problems caused by late
identification of developmental levels, learning styles, and special needs. It is a program for 3-,
4-, and 5-year-old Hispanic, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese children, as well as other ethnic
minorities. Its program is "material rich" and cognitively oriented. Irvine is one of the nation's
largest master-planned urban communities, with also one of the highest family incomes. The
population includes 87% White, 3% Hispanic, 1.5% Black, 2% Japanese, 2% Chinese, and 3%
other Asian. _

The program orientation is influenced by the high level of education of Irvine's residents.
Thirty percent of the residents have completed one to three years of college, while another 45%
have completed four or more years of college. A number of the language minority children has
parents who are highly educated immigrants, visitors to this country, or postgraduate students.
An English as a second language (ESL)/sheltered English magnet program is located at University

Park Elementary School in Irvine.

Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration Project - Reno

The Head Start Transition Demoastration Project is managed by the Community Services Agency

(CSA), a private, nonprofit organization headquartered in Reno, NV. CSA is a corporation with
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a broad charter, created solely for educational purposes and for the advancement of civic,
economic, urban, and rural activities and interests. The CSA's mission is to improve the
capabilities of individuals and groups affected by poverty or other impairment to gain the services,
skills, and knowledge to deal effectively with their problems so that they can become _
economically self-sufficient. This transition project is designed to provide Head Start children and
their families continuity as they move from the Head Start program into the public schools. Four
schools in the Washoe County and two schools in the Churchill County are participating in the
project.

The Reno program serves children from poor families and single parent households. The
Head Start children in Carson City School District and in Churchill County are comprised of
14.12% minorities and 19.26% minorities, respectively. The Hispanic population is the largest
and fastest growing minority population. The Asian and Pacific Islander population also is
increasing rapidly as many Asian refugees are moving into the more urban Washoe and Carson
City areas. The Head Start program is concerned with helping single parents address the child
care problem and health care needs because the majoritv of low-income families do not have
health care coverage. The goals of the project are to empower families to deal better with the
economic and social conditions, to become an active part of their children's educational process

and development, and to provide continuity as much as possible to children and their families.

Summary

As the issue of children's "readiness" to enter kindergarten and first grade has gained increasing
national prominence, transition programs to ensure the success of children are emerging. While
each of the five programs differs slightly in its orientation and emphasis, each can serve as a
source for reflection on transition practices.

Following, is information, provided by the five programs, on how the eight elements for
effective transition are reflected in practice. The description is based solely on information
provided by each program. No site visits or formal interviews have been conducted to gather
additional information. In the following discussion, omission of a particular program does not
indicate a deficiency in its practices. Rather, it could indicate lack of information. The five

programs will be referred to as Irvine, Santa Clara, Southwest, South Bay, and Reno.
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Shared Leadership and Decisionmaking

A multidimensional project involving a variety of participants such as the current transition efforts
can succeed only if everyone has a stake in its outcome and shares in its governance. The criteria
for this element are: (a) home, school, and community partners share responsibilities and
leadership, and participate in decisionmaking about policy, program, and practice through a
collaborative process to ensure the success of the transition process; (b) a formal organizational
structure exists to establish and maintain this process; and (c) clearly agreed goals and objectives
provide the vision and ensure smooth operation. The Santa Clara, South Bay, Southwest, and

Reno programs conform to these criteria.

Santa Clara

The Santa Clara program is overseen by the Transition Project Governing Board, a
decisionmaking body that brings together representatives of the Head Start program, the school
district, community agencies, and parents. Consistent with the federal guidelines for the
Transition Project, Governing Board membership comprises a minimum of 51% parents. Parents
also have regular input into project activities through participation on Parent Committees at each
school site. These committees help determine parent education priorities, plan holiday
celebrations and other events, and identify unmet needs and issues.

The Santa Clara program has developed and established a Transition Team at all the
schools and their "feeder" Head Start centers. The Transition Team, which is composed of school
principals, teachers, nurses, Transition Project staff, and "feeder” Head Start staff, shares
information and engages in joint planning meetings to develop effective transition approaches.
The Transition project director supervises the data coordinator, project secretary, and family
service supervisor who, in turn, supervises the work of six family advocates who are all bilingual:
Four speak Spanish, one speaks Cambodian, and one speaks Vietnamese.