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Abstract

River High School
developed and
instituted Pathway, a
program designed to
assist incomingfirstyear students with
the transition between
middle and high
school. A committee
designed the Pathway
program, providing
allfirst-year students
with access to
opportunities
promoting prosocial
skills, study skills,
library use skills, and
an understanding of
how the high school
operates. An
evaluation revealed
ourprogress,
outcomes, and some
of the students I
feelings about the
program.

According to Monahan,
'The transition to high
school marks a
critical time in the
lives of all
ninth-grade
students. They
generally find
themselves in a
new setting,
which is often
overwhelming
in
its
size,
obligations, and
regulations" ( 1992,
p.11 ). The following passage from a
D~troit News article of November 1997
strengthens the idea that a transition
program for ninth-graders is a way to
minimize failure. Janet Naylor reported:
They are part of a program called
Odyssey 2001, named for the year
they are set to graduate and designed
to get them there with a minimum of
failures. " I think what we' II see in the
long run is that every student is going
to benefit," Principal Lynda
Bonucchi said. The school developed
the program as a way to curb the high
failure rate among fr~shmen, who
often find themselves lost in the busy
world of high school after two years
in the comfort of middle school.
"There's an atmosphere in the middle
school that's just so supportive,"
Bonucchi said. "Then they cross the
fi~ld and get to a completely different
environment, in which they have six
t~achers in machiM-gunfashion. It's
a pretty difficult pace." (Naylor,
1997)
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Personnel from both the middle and
high schools in our school system have
proposed that first-year students entering
River High School are not prepared for what
happens to them there. The students'
expectations of what happens in high school
are the same as what happened to them in
middle school. This view is not accurate.
Students at the middle school are followed
very closely and not allowed many
freedoms. At the high school students are
not followed closely and they are allowed
many freedoms. At the middle school a
student can fail a course and still be
promoted to the ninth grade. In the high
school a swdent must pass each course to
earn credit toward graduation. These
differences between middle and high school
may at times get entering freshman into
trouble. Rice (1997) points out that moving
from middle to high school is really only
one of many "Systemic Transitions" that
students should be assisted through. She
further states that evidence has shown
"transitional discontinuity can have a
negative impact on a student's academic
perfonnance"(p.3).
Due to the differences in the two
schools, River High School administration
and staff developed a transition program
called "Pathway." The Pathway curriculum
includes instruction that will assist the
swdent with social skills and knowledge
about the high school. Specifically, the
curriculum includes such areas as: dealing
with harassment, study skills, how to get
an appropriate job, how to write a resume,
how to use the library, sexuality, knowing
yourself, problem solving, decision making,
developing a four-year plan, college
information, prosocial skills, etc. Many of
the activities the guidance department used
with the students in Pathway came from
activities that were previously done with
first-year students through a social studies
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class. The activities, taught by classroom teachers and
administrators, came from many different sources,
including activities designed for increasing prosocial
behavior from Goldstein and McGinnis's (1997) book,
Skil/streaming the Adolescent.
The Pathway program gave students an opportunity to
learn from activity-based lessons. The students had an
opportunity to tty out many social, academic, and life skills
in a functional manner. As Milligan ( 1995) states, schools
should use "functional curricula," which she defined as
the "application of academic skill to important life
activities" (p.13).
The Pathway program was developed from an idea
presented in "Bridge," an article about a middle to high
school transition program in Seattle, Washington, by
Sheets, Baldwin, and Atterberry (1997). In the spring of
1998, several River High staff members came together and
discussed starting a program to help with the transition of
students from middle to high school. The program was
developed and put in place without setting up a review
process to gauge its success. Reviewing the program
through a student's eyes will help with future development
of the program, for as Smith (1997) found, transition
programs that involved students, parents, and school staff
had a positive impacL Looking at the students' views of
the Pathway program allows for input from one group of
people needed to make a transition program work.
In general, this study looks at how the first-year
students at River High School are adapting. Specifically,
the following questions are considered:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Methodology
Data from three sources (artifacts, student interviews,
and student surveys) formed the basis for the examination
of the Pathway program. Three students were interviewed.
The students were selected based on recommendations
of the counselors in the high school. These students,
including one who had been in trouble (suspended for
three days, partially due to a disagreement with his
Pathway instructor) while in the program, were asked to
participate in an interview. All three returned the parent
permission form almost immediately. The followmg
questions were used:

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

What role do you see the Pathway program playing
in your transition from middle to high school?
Could you give me a picture of what the Pathway
class is like for you?
Would you describe in as much detail as possible
the different Pathway activities in which you were
involved?
What would you tell a new student in our school
about the Pathway class?
How do you feel about the different Pathway
activities in which you were involved?
What activity did you like most?
What activity did you like least?
What role will the electronic portfolio play in your
high school career?

Are the first-year students becoming comfortable
in the high school?
Are fewer first-year students failing classes than
in last year's class?
Did first-year students enjoy being in the Pathway
class?
Did first-year students learn to use the material
presented in the Pathway class?
Did first-year students identify the same goals for
Pathway as the staff did?
Did first-year students identify the same curriculum
areas that were identified by staff to be presented?
The presented curriculum included the following:

•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Life Skills
Social Skills
Library Skills
Decision Making Skills, including Good or Bad
Choices and Conflict Resolution Skills
Sex, Drugs and/or Alcohol
Study Skills, including Assignment Notebooks
Harassment
Job Skills
Electronic Portfolios
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Next, students enrolled in the Pathway program were
surveyed. Original plans were for 50 students to complete
the survey during the last week of the trimester. (See
appendix A for survey.) One of the counselors at the high
school requested that we survey all Pathway students who
were in school on the given day. Consequently, 166
students were surveyed.
Artifacts were collected throughout the planning and
class process. The following artifacts were collected:
•

•
•
•

•
•

Planning (Major planning, Brainstorm curriculum
in spring, but the principal was the driving force in
the fall)
Schedule (Done weekly)
Daily Lesson Plans (Given to teachers weekly)
Anecdotal (Some teachers felt that they had no input
into the curriculum, nor did some of them want to
teach the Pathway class)
Grades
Discipline Reports

Once the artifacts were collected, it was determined
that the discipline reports were not particularly useful.
The school had changed assistant principals and the
discipline is now handled in a totally different manner,
so the reports could not be compared accurately.
Additionally, some anecdotal information from students
and teachers while Pathway was in session was collected.

Analysis of Data
Once data had been collected from multiple sources,
it was organized so that the different types of information
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could be compared and contrasted and analyzed to
identify patterns or themes in the studentidentified goals, events, and
feelings.
While analyzing
the many sources of
data,
several
common strands
emerged. These
common strands
showed that: the
teachers covered
most
of
the
curriculum, students
recognized receiving
the curriculum, and many
of the students felt they already
knew the material presented in Pathway. (See Table 6,
Appendix B.) The areas of instruction that showed the
highest level of student learning were: study skills, who
to see when you are having a problem at school, and
developing a four-year course plan.
In the domain of student feelings about Pathway, one
area that received good reviews from all interviewees was
study skills, i.e., doing homework and taking multiple
choice tests. Parts of Pathway that were universally
disliked centered on the type of instruction the students
received. For example, the students disliked it when
teachers would lecture; they also disliked it when the same
teacher would immediately question them on material just
presented. The students wanted more activity-based
instruction. They especially liked the skits, games, and
stories. Further, they found teamwork activities useful.
The final piece of data that became important was the
grades earned by the class for the fust trimester during
the past two years. (See Table 5, Appendix B, for a
comparison of the two years.) Results indicate a drop in
the number of students who failed classes. Additionally,
their feelings of competence with study skills increased.
This year 's fust-year class is also larger, so the percentage
of failures shows an even larger decrease, from 23 percent
in 1997-1998 to only 16 percent this year.
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Conclusions
The assessment of the foregoing data will help us
understand the effectiveness of our middle to high school
transition program. The data tell us many things. To begin
with, it is important that 94.5 percent of students felt that
they participated to some extent in the Pathway program
and 74.6 percent participated in all or most of the Pathway
activities. The following conclusions emerged from
analyzing the data:
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•

At the end of the first trimester at River High
School, the failure rate for first-year students
dropped from 23 percent last year to 16 percent
this year. (I looked for other changes in the high
school that might be the cause of this change, but
none stood out)

•

Although several students said they did not learn
about conflict resolution, fully 68 percent did.
Anecdotal evidence from the guidance department
indicates that they are dealing with a lot Jess
student-to-student conflict among first-year
students this year than last year. (It was so bad
last year that the guidance secretary felt the
counselors' jobs were being redefined as conflict
resolution specialists.)

•

The majority of students felt that they already
knew how to use the library, but that the computer
skills they learned were important. The computer
skills they learned mainly involved access to the
Internet and the library.

•

Study skills stood out in every area of the study as
important The best piece of evidence I have is the
reduction in the first-year failure rate. Less failure
means more students are having more success in
high school.

•

Students like activities in class, not just lecture .

•

Overall, students: improved their study skills;
learned teamwork skills; gained knowledge of the
high school; improved decision-making skills;
improved library skills; improved computer skills;
improved conflict resolution skills; improved
group skills; learned what to do when feeling
harassed; learned about sex, drugs and alcohol;
realized the importance of a four-year plan, learned
about electronic portfolios; improved job
acquiring skills; and learned who to see in school
when they have a problem.

•

Pathway, whether directly responsible or not, led
to fewer student failures in the first trimester this
year than last year and fewer total failures.
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As one student described Pathway, "It gets you prepared
for high school."
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Appendix A
Survey Qf Pathway Students

6.

Please circle the letter before your choice of statement
that best fits your feelings about your experience in
Pathway.

1.

In the Pathway class I

a. Received an assignment workbook from my
Pathway teacher but I do not use it.
b. Received an assignment workbook from my
Pathway teacher and I use it occasionally.
c. Received an assignment workbook from my
Pathway teacher and I use it often.
d. Received an assignment workbook from my
Pathway teacher and I use it all the time.
e. Did not receive an assignment workbook from my
Pathway teacher.

In the Pathway class I

a. Improved my library skills.
b. Had an explanation on how to use the library but
I did not understand the explanation.
c. Already knew how to use the library.
d. Have not had a presentation about using the library.

7.

In the Pathway class I built a four-year course
plan for high school and found it

In the Pathway class I

2.

a. Did not work on decision-making skills.
b. Discussed decision-making skills but did not
improve my skills.
c. Improved my decision-making skills.
d. Have not had a presentation about decision-making
skills.

3.

In the Pathway class I

a. not important at all
b. important only to students wanting to ta.lee technical
center classes
c. important only to students going to college
d. important for all students
e. Did not build a four-year course plan.

8.

In the Pathway class I learned that study skills

are
a. Learned to act in a group of students and to get
along with all the members of the group.
b. Did not Learn how to act in a group of students and
to get along with all the members of the group.
c. Already knew how to act in a group of students
and to get along with all the members of the group.
d. Have not had a presentation about how to act in a
group of students and to get along with all the
members of the group.

4.

9.

In the Pathway class I

a. Already knew that sex, drugs and alcohol are issues
that all students face while in high school.
b. Learned that sex, drugs and alcohol are issues that
all students face while m high school.
c. Learned some ideas about how to effectively deal
with issues such as sex, drugs and alcohol.
d. Did not learn about issues such as sex, drugs and
alcohol.

s.

a.
b.
c.
d.

every tudcnt should have.
b. Learned bow to rc:;olve conflicts with others.
c. Did not learn about conflict resolution ski
lls.

In the Pathway class I learned that tolerance
means to be open minded about and accepting
of others' differences

a. True
b. False
c. Did not learn about tolerance in Pathway.

10.

In the Pathway class I learned that diversity,
being different, is important in a school's student
population

a. True
b. False
c. Did not learn about diversity in Pathway.

In the Pathway class I

a. Learned that conflict resolution skills arc skills

Not important
Somewhat important
Very important
Did not learn about study skills.

11.

In the Pathway class I learned that when a
person feels harassed, s/he should

a. Deal with the problem him/herself.
b. Tell all of his/her friends.
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c. Tell the person to stop and if s/he does not stop
report the problem to an adult in the school.
d. Did not learn what to do when a person is harassed.

In the Pathway class I learned that the purpose
of the electronic portfolio is

12.

a. A place to store my work temporarily so I can finish
it and then throw it away.
b. A place to store finished products so I can use them
later.
c. A place to store important work I do so I can show
others such as prospective employers or college
admissions representatives what I did while in High
School.
d. What's an electronic portfolio?

13.

I learned how to access the Internet through
a.
b.
c.
d.

The activities done in the Pathway class.
Activities in the middle school.
Computer use at home.
I do not know how to use the Internet

Table 1
Students' Views ojthf Goals of Pathway

Pro Social Skills
Learn various social skills
How to work out problems with other students (conflict
resolution)
Work together
Life Skills
Team work to succeed
Success
Library Use Skills
Computers
Study Skills

Hiw

School WJd Tech Center
Understandina the
It gets you prepared for High School
You get to know the school

While in the Pathway class I

14.

a Did not participate in the classroom activities.
b. Participated in some of the activities.
c. Participated in most of the activities.
d. Participated in all of the activities.

In the Pathway class I learned that if I have a
problem, either personal or with my schedule, I
can get help Crom

15.

a. Principal
b.
c.
d.
e.

Assistant Principal
A Teacher
Guidance Counselor
Any Adult in the school
f. A friend
g. Did not learn about to whom I could go in the school
for help.

Table 2
Students' Views ofthf Events qf Pathwav
Social Skills
Teachers tell stories
Skits
Working together - team worL.
Playing games
Lecture about who to talk to about what, guidance,
teachers
Life Skills
Guest speakers presented
1. Information about job
2. Information about sexual harassment
3. Informanoo about drug
Library Use
Library instruction
Using computer
Study Skills
Lecture on how to study
How to take multiple choice tests
Undcrstandina the Hi&h School
Get to know the school through discus ion
Tour the school
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Student Feelings About Pathway
1.

Does not see Pathway helping with transition
between middle and high school.

2.

Already used to high school and freedom in high
school

3.

Extremely boring, A mess around class, A waste

4.

Not much I'm interested in so I don't pay attention,
Some classes boring but most fun

5.

Disliked the teacher just talking and asking random
questions, Disliked changing teachers

6.

Assignments don't appeal to me, It's not very
exciting

7.

Did not like questions typed on the computer

8.

We did fun stuff, Teachers are always nice

9.

It talces teamwork, Thought pathways was useful

10.

Would keep study skills, Found study skills helpful

11.

Electronic portfolio might help get into certain
colleges

Original Staff Brainstorm for Areas to Include in
Pathway Curriculum
Pro Social Skills
Conflict Resolution
Group Skills
Community Creation
Tolerance
Diversity
Harassment
Positive Relationships
Life Skills
Sex
Drugs
Alcohol
Decision Making
Orientation to the Librruy

Study Skills
Assignment Workbooks
How to study both at school and home
Understanding the High School and Tech Center

12.

Would use portfolio more if could access it from
home, What's a portfolio

13.

Pathway helps you get prepared - social skills

14.

Liked the human knot the most, Liked skits the most

15.

Games fun, Stories fun, Some games got confusing

16.

Would like more activities

Rules
Where to go when you have a problem
Building a four year course plan

Table 5
Comparison of First-year Student Failures
for the Past Two Years
Number offirst time first-year student failures in the first
trimester of the !997-98 school year.
74 F's for 43 students
Number of students in class - 186
Number offirst time first-year student failures in the first
trimester of the 1998-99 school year.
52 F's for 31 students
Number of students in class - 195
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Results from the Student Survey
1.

94% actively participated in Pathway

2.

17% improved their library skills, while 64% felt
they already knew how to use the library

3.

38% improved decision-making skills

4.

38% improved conflict resolution skills, 32%
learned that conflict resolution skills are skills every
student should have, while 30% did not learn about
conflict resolution.

5.

21 % did not know how to access the Internet when
they came to high school

6.

81 % learned who to see about either personal or
scheduling problems

7.

71 % learned about the electronic portfolio

8.

64% learned some importance for a four-year course
plan

9.

85% found study skills to be important

10.

74% learned what to do when feeling harassed

11.

74% already knew about issues such as sex, drugs
and alcohol, while 16% learned some ideas to
effectively deal with such issues.

12.

27% did not feel they were taught about tolerance
and diversity.

13.

60% knew how to act and get along in a group while
30% improved these skills.
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