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�   Introduction
The transition from middle school to high school has the 

potential to be stressful. High school is a time when many 
ninth graders find themselves lost in an unfamiliar, less per-
sonal environment, struggling to keep up with the demanding 
coursework that was not as present in middle school.¹ Research 
has shown that students who experience a positive transition 
and successful freshman year, are more likely to have a suc-
cessful overall high school experience.² On the other hand, 
students that do not have a successful transition into high 
school are more likely to become discouraged and eventually 
drop out of school.³ Indeed, studies suggest that approximate-
ly one-third of the recent high school dropouts never were 
promoted beyond ninth grade.⁴ The goal of this study was to 
evaluate the concerns of ninth-grade classmates during their 
transition from middle school to high school. 
�   Methods 
An anonymous web-based survey regarding high school 

freshmen’s experience with the transition from middle school 
to high school (Table 1) was distributed to twenty-four ninth-
grade student from a high school in Boston, MA in April 2019. 
Students were in a different classroom than that of the author 
and the survey was approved by the dean of the freshmen class. 
The survey was completed, and the information was analyzed 
to determine the concerns raised by the students entering high 
school.
�   Results and Discussion
A total of 21 of 24 surveys were completed (87.5% response 

rate) by both female [42.9% (9/21)] and male [57.1% (12/21)] 
participants.

The most significant student concern related to their high 
school transition was the ability to manage their time (31 %), 
followed by increased academic expectations (24 %), greater 
amount of homework (17 %), adjusting to new classmates (10 
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Table 3: Survey questions.

Figure 1: : Challange faced by students during their transition to high 
school. 
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When asked about suggestions for improving the transition 
to high school, students proposed more personalized support 
in the early phase of the transition to high school and bet-
ter communication between parents and school counselors in 
order to identify and address student concerns in a timely fash-
ion. The responses were comparable when stratified by gender 
and the name of middle school.

The results of the study show that the most significant chal-
lenge experienced by students during their transition to high 
school is managing their time while trying to adapt to increas-
ing academic expectations and workload. This is in line with 
studies showing that academic concerns are the most promi-
nent during the transition to high school,⁵ followed, similar to 
our study, by social concerns (making new friends and fitting 
in),⁶ and procedural concerns (becoming familiar with the new 
teachers, new school infrastructure, and the new schedule).⁷,⁸ 

The ninth-grade students participating in the survey sug-
gested more personalized support during the onboarding to 
high school and improved communication between parents 
and school counselors in order to identify and address student 
concerns in a timely fashion. 

The crucial role of school counselors in supporting students 
during their transition to high school is well recognized.⁹ 
The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) has 
developed best practices guidelines that school counselors fol-
low to help students overcome the challenges of high school 
transition.¹⁰ School counselors could further improve the mid-
dle-to-high school transition experience of their students by 
performing a more in-depth intake assessment of their stu-
dents in order to identify students that would benefit from 
an earlier support.⁹ Furthermore, in order to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the issues that students face 
when entering high school, close communication between 
counselors, teachers, and parents is very important.

Parent involvement is essential for a successful transition 
to high school. Indeed, studies show that when parents work 
closely with teachers and remain involved in the education 
of their high-school children, ninth graders have a more suc-
cessful experience.⁶ Importantly, the students participating in 
this study recognize the importance of parent involvement for 
their transition to high school. They would welcome better 
communication between their parents and counselors, both 
early, during the onboarding process, and throughout the ninth 
grade. 

The present study has some limitations. First, the small 
sample size could limit the ability to generalize the findings. 
Surveying a larger group of high school ninth grade students 
from multiple institutions would be an important next step in 
generalizing and validating the findings of the study. Second, 
although the response rate was very high (87.5 %), meaningful 
differences between students who answered the questionnaire, 
and the non-respondents cannot be excluded. Third, a ranking 
scale rather than the “best answer” question format in would 
have better assessed the perspectives of the students on chal-
lenges faced during their transition to high school. Fourth, a 
pre- and post- transition survey would have better assessed 

transition challenges and provided insights on the transition 
expectations of middle school students.

Even with these limitations, the findings provide meaning-
ful insights into the challenges faced by students during their 
transition to high school.
�   Conclusion
The transition to high school is a critical period for students. 

The results of the survey show that improved transition support 
is needed for the incoming high school freshmen. Teachers, 
counselors, and parents should work together in identifying 
strategies to help students entering high schoool.
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